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Abstract: Unilateral power is an important source of policy change for contemporary presidents. In contrast with scholarship
that examines the institutional constraints on presidents’ exercise of unilateral authority, I consider presidents’ unilateral
behavior in a framework of political accountability. I argue that presidents have incentives to incorporate the public’s policy
priorities in their unilateral agendas. I examine this account using panel data on executive orders and public opinion
across issue areas from 1954 to 2018. Across a variety of model specifications and estimation strategies, I find evidence that
patterns of executive action reflect the public’s policy priorities. Presidents issue greater numbers of unilateral directives on
issues that gain public salience, particularly on issues that are more familiar to the public and when issuing more policy-
significant directives. These findings suggest that accountability mechanisms structure how presidents exercise unilateral
power and have normative implications for considering presidential unilateralism in a separation-of-powers system.

Verification Materials: The data and materials required to verify the computational reproducibility of the results, pro-
cedures, and analyses in this article are available on the American Journal of Political Science Dataverse within the
Harvard Dataverse Network, at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/KXDRXB.

Presidents have been increasingly important
sources of policy change through unilateral di-
rectives. Presidents often justify these actions

on the basis of their relationship with the public. For
example, after being sworn into office in 2021 during the
COVID-19 pandemic, President Biden’s administration
issued “a historic number of actions to deliver immediate
relief for families across America. . . [to] begin the work
of following through on [the President’s] promises to
the American people.”1 Likewise, during congressional
gridlock in 2012, President Obama justified his “We
Can’t Wait” campaign by arguing that “when Congress
refuses to act. . . I’ve got an obligation to act on behalf of
the American people.”2

In this article, I study the relationship between
public opinion and presidents’ unilateral policy agen-
das. I argue that presidents have electoral and political

incentives to incorporate the public’s priorities in their
unilateral agendas. The public expects its presidents to
do “something about everything” (Neustadt 1990, 7) and
unilateral action provides an opportunity for presidents
to attempt to meet these expectations. If presidents incur
decreases in popularity or electoral sanctions for being
perceived as out of touch with the public’s issue priori-
ties or policy preferences (Ansolabehere and Rogowski
2020; Cohen 1997), they have incentives to use unilateral
powers to address the public’s concerns. In contrast with
perspectives that view unilateral power as a means of
evading public opinion (see discussion in Mayer 2002,
9), my account highlights the contributions of public
opinion to the president’s unilateral policy agenda. My
argument is also consistent with scholarship that links
public opinion and policymaking among other political
officials and governing institutions (e.g., Canes-Wrone
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2 JON C. ROGOWSKI

2015; Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson 2002; Jones and
Baumgartner 2005; Jones, Larsen-Price, and Wilkerson
2009). By studying the context of unilateral power, I ex-
tend scholarship on presidents’ responsiveness to public
opinion through their rhetoric, legislative agendas, and
budgetary proposals (e.g., Canes-Wrone 2006; Cohen
1997; Eshbaugh-Soha and Rottinghaus 2013; Rotting-
haus 2006; Whitford and Yates 2009; Wood 2009).

My focus on the links between public opinion
and unilateral power contrasts with existing empirical
scholarship, which mostly studies the institutional fac-
tors associated with unilateral action (e.g., Bolton and
Thrower 2021; Howell 2003; Rudalevige 2021). To the
extent previous scholarship evaluates the relationship
between public opinion and presidential unilateralism, it
does so mostly with measures of presidential popularity
(e.g., Christenson and Kriner 2020; Deering and Maltz-
man 1999; Ponder 2017). Because presidents can use
unilateral power to set the policy agenda (Howell 2003,
14) and appeal to public audiences (e.g., Judd 2017; Kang
2020; Noble Forthcoming), it is important to investigate
whether the public’s issue priorities are reflected in the
use of executive authority.

Using panel data on executive orders and public
opinion across issue areas from 1954 to 2018, I study the
association between the public’s issue priorities and pat-
terns of unilateral action. I find evidence that presidential
policymaking through executive action reflects the pub-
lic’s policy priorities, as presidents issue more unilateral
directives on issues that gain public salience. These
results are robust across model specifications, estimation
strategies, and measurements of key variables. These
patterns are stronger for issues that are more familiar to
the public and among more policy-significant directives.
These patterns are not significantly moderated by the
electoral calendar or presidential popularity, but rather
they are relatively consistent across presidents’ terms in
office. Finally, I explore how patterns of unilateral action
reflect the public’s issue preferences. Overall, the results
provide evidence that public opinion is reflected in pres-
idents’ unilateral strategies, suggest that accountability
mechanisms structure how presidents exercise unilateral
power, and have normative implications for considering
presidential unilateralism in a separation-of-powers
system.

Politics of Unilateral Action

Unilateral power holds great appeal for contemporary
presidents. By acting on their own, presidents can recast
national political agendas and reshape the nation’s public

policies. According to Moe and Howell, the capacity for
unilateral action “virtually defines what is distinctively
modern about the modern American presidency” (1999,
851). Its potential for policy influence runs both deep
and wide. As Cooper observes, “There is virtually no sig-
nificant policy area in which presidents operate that has
not been shaped to one degree or another by the use or
abuse of [unilateral] tools” (2002, ix).

Most theoretical accounts of unilateral power em-
phasize how the separation of powers affects presiden-
tial unilateralism. For instance, Congress may pass leg-
islation which supersedes presidential directives, courts
may strike them down, and recalcitrant bureaucrats may
refuse to implement them. Strategic presidents anticipate
these institutional responses and issue unilateral direc-
tives when they are likely to be sustained (e.g., Howell
2003; Moe and Howell 1999). Accordingly, most empir-
ical scholarship examines how unilateral activity is as-
sociated with the partisan and ideological composition
of Congress and the courts (e.g., Bolton and Thrower
2021; Chiou and Rothenberg 2014; Deering and Maltz-
man 1999; Howell 2003; Lowande 2014; Mayer 2002).

Existing scholarship has paid less attention to how
presidents’ electoral and popular incentives affect their
use of unilateral powers. Among the empirical research
that has considered the role of public opinion in unilat-
eral policymaking, it has done mostly with a focus on
the president’s public approval ratings (Christenson and
Kriner 2020; Deering and Maltzman 1999; Mayer 2002;
Ponder 2017).3 While this scholarship provides insight
about how public attitudes about the president are as-
sociated with unilateral activity, it does not evaluate the
links between unilateral action and public policy priori-
ties or preferences.

Unilateral action is an appealing context in which to
study the relationship between presidents and the pub-
lic, for at least two important reasons. First, unilateral
powers enable presidents to make new policy on their
own without the involvement of other institutions of
government. Previous scholarship evaluates how presi-
dents craft legislative proposals or take public positions
on pending legislation in ways that reflect public pref-
erences (Canes-Wrone and Shotts 2004; Erikson, MacK-
uen, and Stimson 2002; Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson
1995), but it is unclear whether public opinion is asso-
ciated with federal policymaking when those policies are
fashioned in the White House rather than in conjunction
with Congress.

3Rottinghaus and Warber (2015), who study presidents’ unilateral
actions as means of constituency outreach, are an important ex-
ception.
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PUBLIC OPINION AND PRESIDENTS’ UNILATERAL POLICY AGENDAS 3

Second, policies implemented via unilateral direc-
tives are clearly attributable to the president who is-
sued them. Accountability is strengthened when policies
are “traceable” to the officeholders responsible for them
(Arnold 1990). Because presidents cannot deny respon-
sibility for unilateral directives they have issued them-
selves, this context is an especially appropriate case for
evaluating whether presidents perceive incentives to ad-
vance public opinion.

Public Priorities and Unilateral
Action

I argue that presidents have incentives to advance the
public’s issue priorities through unilateral action. These
incentives arise from several sources. First, elections
provide incentives for presidents to behave in ways that
secure their continued service in office.4 Voters prefer
presidents of a certain type on the basis of, for instance,
policy expertise (Canes-Wrone 2006), policy congruence
(Noble Forthcoming), or policy skill (Judd 2017). Presi-
dents convey information about their types through their
actions and thus have incentives to use unilateral action
to affect voter evaluations in the next election. Second,
even with relatively infrequent presidential elections, the
strategic use of unilateral action can confer political ben-
efits to presidents in the near term. By using unilateral
power to achieve goals shared by the public, presidents
may bolster their popular standing, in turn increasing
support for their legislative agendas (Cohen 2013).5

This theoretical perspective suggests a link between
public opinion and unilateral activity. Previous scholar-
ship offers some support for this expectation by docu-
menting how presidents’ incentives to cultivate positive
public impressions affect their behavior in related do-
mains. When developing their legislative agendas, Cohen
argues that “[presidents’] need for public support con-
strains them” (1997, 1). Similarly, Light reports that pres-
idents “actively cultivate issues from the public” (1985,
92) when fashioning their domestic policy programs.
Other work shows that the public evaluates presidents on
the basis of the policy content of their unilateral powers,
with individuals who support the policies implemented
via unilateral power providing more favorable evalua-

4These incentives could operate similarly for term-limited presi-
dents who desire to be succeeded by a copartisan.

5Previous scholarship argues that presidents may actively shape
public opinion in support of their own policy goals (Jacobs and
Shapiro 2000). Although this research was not applied to the con-
text of unilateral action, it suggests a related mechanism through
which unilateral activity could be associated with public opinion.

tions of the president (Ansolabehere and Rogowski 2020;
Christenson and Kriner 2020). This research provides ev-
idence that presidents anticipate how voters will respond
to unilateral action and that voters behave in ways that
are consistent with accountability mechanisms.

While the account described above is applicable
to multiple dimensions of public opinion, I focus on
the relationship between policy salience and presidents’
unilateral policy agendas. My primary claim is that pres-
idents use unilateral action to attend to issues of public
concern. Not all issues command the same level of public
attention, and salient issues play outsized roles in voter
decision-making (RePass 1971). Previous research shows
that presidential approval ratings are more closely linked
to presidential performance on issues that are more
salient to the public (Cavari 2019; Edwards, Mitchell,
and Welch 1995). These findings suggest that presidents
have increased incentives to address issues that consume
the public’s attention, as failing to meet expectations on
these issues may undermine the president’s public stand-
ing. Interviews with presidential staff reported in Light
(1985, chap. 3) are consistent with this account, which
revealed how presidents’ electoral incentives led them to
prioritize issues that were important to the public. And
in the work most closely related to my inquiry, Jones,
Larsen-Price, and Wilkerson (2009, Table 5) report
bivariate correlations between public salience and the
number of executive orders in each issue area from 1956
to 2002. They find a modestly positive correlation but
do not examine the relationship with a statistical model
that accounts for a wider range of potential influences on
unilateral activity. On the whole, this body of research
provides support for the hypothesis that increases in is-
sue salience are associated with more frequent unilateral
actions in that issue area.

Potential Sources of Variation in the Link
between Public Priorities and Presidential

Action

Previous theory and empirical findings point to several
factors that may condition the relationship between pub-
lic priorities and unilateral action. First, public opinion
may be strongly associated with presidential action on
some issue domains rather than others. Issue areas vary
in complexity, and the public may have better-developed
preferences on “doorstep” or “easy” issues (e.g.,
Carmines and Stimson 1980; Zaller and Feldman 1992).
To the degree that more familiar issues weigh more heav-
ily in the public’s evaluation of political leaders, presi-
dents may have particular incentives to incorporate pub-
lic priorities with unilateral action on doorstep issues.
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4 JON C. ROGOWSKI

Second, public opinion may be more strongly asso-
ciated with presidential action on directives that attract
public attention. Many unilateral directives concern rou-
tine administrative affairs or are purely symbolic (Howell
2003; Warber 2006) and do not receive much media cov-
erage or public scrutiny. Directives with more sweeping
implications for public policy, however, are more likely
to be the subject of press coverage. Media attention can
facilitate accountability (Snyder and Strömberg 2010), as
high-profile directives are more likely used by the public
in evaluating the president (see Ansolabehere and Ro-
gowski 2020). This scholarship suggests that presidents
have greater incentives to incorporate public opinion
when issuing more “significant” directives.

Third, the association between public opinion and
unilateral action may vary across presidents’ electoral
cycles. If voters are myopic and presidents incorporate
public opinion when contemplating unilateral action,
public opinion may be more strongly associated with
unilateral action when presidents are in their first terms
and elections are more proximate. Some research finds
support for this expectation in other settings (Canes-
Wrone and Shotts 2004; Jacobs and Shapiro 2000),
although Rottinghaus (2006) finds similar levels of
rhetorical responsiveness in presidents’ first and second
terms. Fourth, and finally, the president’s public stand-
ing may condition the association between unilateral
action and public opinion. If presidents with marginal
approval ratings are electorally vulnerable, they may have
especially strong incentives to address the public’s issue
concerns. As the public sees the president implementing
policies that address their issue concerns, the president’s
approval rating may increase—and their future electoral
fortunes along with it, as even modest changes in their
public standing could have consequential electoral im-
plications. Yet as presidents are increasingly popular (or
unpopular), the potential marginal benefit to the pres-
ident of responding to public opinion is less electorally
meaningful. Thus, public opinion may be especially
associated with unilateral action among presidents with
middling approval ratings, but less strongly associated
as presidents are increasingly popular or unpopular (see,
e.g., Canes-Wrone and Shotts 2004).

Implications for the Study of the Presidency

The perspective described above makes three primary
contributions. First, it posits public opinion as a po-
tential incentive for unilateral power. This hypothesis
contrasts with accounts that depict administrative ac-
tion as a “shadowy subterranean world” (Cook 2018,

34) that eludes popular accountability. It also contrasts
with scholarship that laments the perceived weakening
of institutional checks on presidential power (e.g., Shane
2009). Instead, my argument implicates popularity in-
centives for patterns of unilateral behavior. Although
testing this possibility extends beyond the scope of
this article, this implication suggests the possibility that
election-seeking behavior by presidents leads to more
unilateral activity than we would observe otherwise.

Second, my focus on public priorities across issue ar-
eas helps resolve ambiguity in the literature about the re-
lationship between unilateral action and public opinion.
As Lowande summarizes the findings from this scholar-
ship, “No consensus exists on the role of public opin-
ion in unilateral action” (2014, 729). My account links
the public’s views of political issues with the incentives
for presidential behavior.6 Moreover, my focus on pub-
lic opinion across issue areas follows recommendations
from Druckman and Jacobs, who point out that “if a
president tracks issue-specific opinions, then an empir-
ical analysis looking only at aggregate trends may lead to
faulty conclusions about responsiveness” (2009, 169), By
studying presidential activity across policy areas, I refine
the aggregate approach used by Erikson, MacKuen, and
Stimson (2002).

Third, as I describe below, I examine presidential
attention to individual issue areas across more than
six decades of unilateral action. This provides a com-
plementary, and more expansive, approach relative to
studies of presidential action and public opinion in other
contexts. For example, Canes-Wrone and Shotts (2004)
evaluate presidential responsiveness to public-spending
priorities on 11 policy areas between 1972 and 1999.
Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson (1995) study annual
presidential responsiveness using presidents’ positions
on legislation to aggregate public mood. Eshbaugh-Soha
and Rottinghaus (2013) track responsiveness using 95
policies proposed by presidents between 1989 and 2008,
and Rottinghaus (2006) links 585 presidential public
statements to polling on those issues between 1953 and
2001. Several other studies measure presidential liber-
alism from the text of their public remarks, aggregated
at the annual (Cohen 1997) or quarterly levels (Wood
2009). These studies do not evaluate executive action,
however, and with a few exceptions (e.g., Canes-Wrone
and Shotts 2004; Rottinghaus 2006), they do not dis-
aggregate public opinion across issue areas. In contrast,

6Recent research documents public opposition to unilateral power
(Reeves and Rogowski 2016, 2022). These accounts suggest that
presidents may issue fewer unilateral directives than they might
otherwise, but they do not make predictions about their distribu-
tion across issues.
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PUBLIC OPINION AND PRESIDENTS’ UNILATERAL POLICY AGENDAS 5

I study the relationship between public priorities and
presidential behavior using a large number of directives
and policy domains over an extended time period.

Data and Measures

I evaluate the relationship between public opinion and
presidential policymaking using panel data on the pub-
lic’s issue priorities and the annual volume of unilateral
activity from 1954 to 2018.7 This time frame corresponds
to the years for which issue-specific public opinion mea-
sures (described below) are available. The data draw from
The Policy Agendas Project (2021a, 2021b, 2021c). The
dependent variable is the number of executive orders that
address issue i in year t. Executive orders are generally
the most prominent and publicly salient form of unilat-
eral directive issued by presidents.8 Executive orders are
commonly scrutinized by legislators and media and are
readily accessible to actors inside or outside the govern-
ment who wish to call attention to a president’s unilat-
eral activity. Therefore, if public opinion is not associated
with unilateral activity through executive orders, it may
be even less likely to do so with unilateral directives that
are more hidden from public view.9

Overall, the data include 2,648 executive orders
across 18 issue areas between 1954 and 2018.10 The is-
sue categories comprise a comprehensive range of policy

7Of course, public opinion can vary considerably within a given
year due to exogenous events, political developments, and pres-
idents’ rhetorical strategies. At the same time, it is unlikely that
presidential unilateralism immediately follows changes in public
opinion given that the process of developing executive orders is of-
ten time consuming and resource intensive (see Rudalevige 2021).
Thus, I examine the relationship between average public opinion
in a year and presidential activity in the same period while ac-
knowledging the limitations of annual measures of public opinion.

8While scholarship on unilateral politics focuses largely on execu-
tive orders, presidents also make policy with other unilateral direc-
tives. Unfortunately, comprehensive data on other directives and
their issue areas are not currently available across the time period
under study.

9I include all executive orders. While executive orders are not
equally policy significant (e.g., Chiou and Rothenberg 2014; How-
ell 2003), presidents may use relatively inconsequential directives
to symbolically attend to public opinion. As I report below, I also
estimated additional models that exclude ceremonial orders (fol-
lowing Bolton and Thrower 2016) and that use continuous mea-
sures of directive significance (see Chiou and Rothenberg 2014) to
distinguish more important directives.

10This figure, and the data shown in Table 1 and Figure 1, includes
only those years and issue categories for which data on public
salience and public mood (included in analyses discussed later in
this article) were also available. Executive orders on agriculture and
trade are thus excluded, and no data are included for the year 1955

TABLE 1 Summary Statistics: Executive Orders
by Issue Area, 1954−2018

Issue area Mean SD Min Max

Macroeconomics 1.2 1.7 0 8
Civil rights 1.9 2.1 0 10
Health 1.1 1.3 0 5
Labor 0.8 1.0 0 4
Education 0.8 0.9 0 3
Environment 1.5 1.3 0 5
Energy 1.4 2.3 0 12
Immigration 0.5 1.1 0 5
Transportation 2.3 1.9 0 8
Law and crime 1.4 1.6 0 8
Social welfare 0.7 0.9 0 4
Housing 0.8 0.9 0 4
Domestic commerce 1.6 1.3 0 6
Defense 7.7 3.4 0 17
Science and technology 1.4 1.4 0 5
Foreign affairs 7.0 3.6 0 21
Government operations 12.3 7.1 3 30
Public lands 2.4 2.5 0 13

Notes: Entries show summary statistics for the annual number of
executive orders in each issue area. Data are from The Policy Agen-
das Project (2021c).

domains to which orders were addressed and for which
public opinion measures were available.11 These policy
areas range from domestic regulatory policies, such as
banking and finance, to social policies, such as welfare
and civil rights, to national security and foreign policies,
such as defense and international affairs. Summary statis-
tics on executive orders by issue area are shown in Table 1.
On average, presidents issued the fewest annual executive
orders on labor, education, social welfare, immigration,
and housing policies, and issued directives at the highest
annual rates to address defense, foreign affairs, and gov-
ernment operations.

As Figure 1 shows, unilateral activity varied across
both time and issue area. Executive orders on civil rights
policies, for example, were more frequent in the early
1960s, late 1970s, and late 1990s than in most other years.
Likewise, presidents used unilateral power to address law
and crime issues more frequently in the late 1970s, late
1990s, and early 2000s than in other periods. Issue and
temporal variation in presidential policymaking suggests

because Gallup’s most important problem data were not available
for that year.

11The issue categories are described at The Policy Agendas Project
at https://www.comparativeagendas.net/pages/ master-codebook.
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6 JON C. ROGOWSKI

FIGURE 1 Executive Orders across Issue Area, 1954−2018
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Notes: Figure shows the annual number of executive orders in each issue area. Data are from The Policy Agendas Project (2021c).

that factors that are constant within fixed periods of
time, such as the relationship between the president and
Congress or a president’s policy priorities, may not fully
characterize the political considerations that are associ-
ated with unilateral activity.

The primary independent variable characterizes
public opinion toward the 18 issue areas noted above.
This variable, Public salience, measures public concern on
each issue area. For each year, I include the percentage of
respondents who identify each issue in the dataset as the
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PUBLIC OPINION AND PRESIDENTS’ UNILATERAL POLICY AGENDAS 7

“most important problem” (MIP) using measures cre-
ated by Heffington, Park, and Williams (2019).12 As one
may expect, the economy often was the issue of great-
est salience, as an average of 30% of Americans identified
it as the MIP across the entire time period. Most other
issues were relatively salient for a portion of this time
period; at least 10% of Americans identified civil rights,
health, education, energy, law and crime, social welfare,
international affairs, and government operations as the
MIP in one or more years. More generally, there is sub-
stantial variation in salience over time within each issue
area, as the variance within each issue area in the level of
salience is nearly equivalent to the variance between issue
areas.

Empirical Strategy

I leverage the variation within issue areas to evaluate the
association between public priorities and unilateral ac-
tivity. Specifically, I estimate the following model:

yit = β0 + αi + δp + β1 Public sal ienceit

+ X�it + εit , (1)

where the dependent variable is the number of executive
orders in issue area i in year t. The main independent
variable, Public salience, is the measure described above;
thus, the estimate of β1 is the main quantity of interest.
If presidents use unilateral power more frequently to ad-
dress issues of public concern, I expect to observe a posi-
tive estimate for this parameter.13

Equation (1) leverages two sources of variation for
studying the relationship between public opinion and
presidential policymaking. I include issue fixed effects
(αi) to control for time-invariant attributes that con-
tribute to baseline differences in the volume of unilateral
activity across issue areas. I also include president fixed
effects (δp) to account for differences across presidents in

12Following Jones and Baumgartner (2005), I characterize the MIP
question as a measure of issue priorities or salience rather than
other dimensions of public opinion. Previous research indicates
that the MIP question conflates the prominence of issues with
the importance of problems (Jennings and Wlezien 2011; Wlezien
2005) and is only modestly correlated with policy preferences
(Jennings and Wlezien 2015).

13While Public salience characterizes the issue priorities of the en-
tire nation, presidents may advocate primarily for partisan goals
rather than national goals (Eshbaugh-Soha and Rottinghaus 2013;
Wood 2009). These accounts predict that presidents would privi-
lege the priorities of their copartisans. However, Heffington, Park,
and Williams (2019) find minimal differences in issue priorities
between Democrats and Republicans, and this partisan consensus
limits the opportunity to empirically study the partisan hypothesis
in this context.

the use of unilateral power. Given the specification rep-
resented by Equation (1), estimates of β1 are identified
on the basis of changes in an issue area’s salience within
presidential administrations.

Additionally, I estimate models that include other
covariates (Xit) that may also be related to unilateral ac-
tivity and could serve as potential confounders. First, I
account for contextual factors and include an indicator
for Divided government, which describes congresses when
at least one chamber is controlled by the party oppo-
site the White House, as some previous research indicates
that presidents use unilateral powers less frequently dur-
ing these periods (e.g., Bolton and Thrower 2016; How-
ell 2003). I also include an indicator (War) for years in
which the United States was involved in a major war14

and the Unemployment rate in percentage points,15 as pe-
riods of war and worsening economic conditions may re-
quire greater presidential action. Second, I estimate mod-
els that characterize the president’s electoral incentives.
Following Canes-Wrone and Shotts (2004), I include in-
dicators to distinguish First-term presidents and Presi-
dential election years. I also include a measure of the
president’s annual Approval rating to account for differ-
ences in presidential popularity that may be associated
with variation in unilateral activity (see Christenson and
Kriner 2020). The vector of coefficient estimates corre-
sponding to these covariates is represented by �it.

Finally, β0 is a constant term and εit is a random
error term, clustered on issue area.16 However, because
there are only 18 issue areas, the standard errors are
likely to be biased downward given the small number
of clusters (i.e., fewer than 50; see Cameron and Miller
2015). This bias may lead researchers to inappropriately
reject the null hypothesis.17 Based on the procedure
developed by Roodman et al. (2019), I address these
challenges to inference by calculating test statistics via
the wild bootstrap. I use Rademacher weights for most
analyses18 and report p-values associated with the test

14This coding scheme follows Bolton and Thrower (2016).

15These data were obtained from https://data.bls.gov/timeseries/
LNU04000000?years_option=all_years&periods_option=specific
_periods&periods=Annual+Data on April 10, 2021.

16The substantive inferences do not change when clustering on
congress rather than issue areas. See Table A.1 in the online sup-
porting information (p. 1).

17It is not uncommon for scholarship in this area to report stan-
dard errors estimated with relatively few clusters. For example,
Howell (2003) and Bolton and Thrower (2016) cluster on a small
number of presidents, and Lewis (2005) clusters on a small num-
ber of years.

18When estimating models subset to a small number of issues,
however, I use Webb weights (see Roodman et al. 2019).
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8 JON C. ROGOWSKI

TABLE 2 Issue Salience and Executive Action,
1954–2018

(1) (2) (3)

Public salience 1.111 1.111 1.110
[0.048] [0.044] [0.038]

Divided government −0.163 −0.133
[0.073] [0.126]

War 0.268 0.181
[0.013] [0.106]

Unemployment 0.022 −0.017
[0.518] [0.614]

First term 0.182
[0.103]

Presidential election year −0.030
[0.814]

Approval rating 0.003
[0.995]

President fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Issue fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Observations 1029 1029 1029

Notes: Dependent variable is the annual number of executive or-
ders in each issue area. Estimates are negative binomial regression
coefficients; p-values are shown in brackets and were calculated us-
ing the cluster-robust wild bootstrap with 100,000 iterations to ac-
count for clustering on issue area (18 clusters).

statistics (see Canay, Santos, and Shaikh 2021, 24). I
use a count model given the nature of the dependent
variable and estimate Equation (1) via negative binomial
regression. As I discuss below, however, the substantive
findings are consistent across other modeling strategies.

Results

Table 2 presents the coefficient estimates from the model
described above. Column (1) shows results from a model
specification when unilateral activity is regressed on Pub-
lic salience in addition to issue and president fixed ef-
fects. The model in column (2) accounts for Divided gov-
ernment, War, and Unemployment. Column (3) reports
results when adding indicators for First-term presidents
and Presidential election year along with the president’s
average annual Approval rating.

The results are consistent across each model. In each,
the coefficient for Public salience is positive and statis-
tically significant at conventional levels, indicating that
presidents issue greater numbers of unilateral directives
on issues that are more publicly salient. Aggregating
across the issue areas in the data, the findings from Ta-
ble 2 provide evidence of a connection between the pub-
lic’s issue priorities and presidential attentiveness to those
policy areas through executive orders. Using the esti-
mates from model (3), a 7 percentage point increase in
the public salience measure (which corresponds to a one
standard deviation increase) is predicted to increase the
number of unilateral directives by about 9%.19 To con-
textualize the magnitude of this finding, consider that
Bolton and Thrower report that “a shift from unified
to divided government [between 1945 and 2013] is as-
sociated with a 10% decrease in the number of execu-
tive orders” (2016, 547). Thus, a one standard deviation
increase in public attentiveness to an issue is associated
with an increase in unilateral activity similar in magni-
tude to factors implicated by leading theories of unilat-
eral action.

The results for the other covariates are also of sub-
stantive interest. In models (2) and (3), the coefficient for
Divided government is negative, but it is not statistically
significant in either. Column (2) shows that presidents
issued greater numbers of executive orders during major
wars, but the coefficient is not statistically significant
in column (3). I also find little evidence that economic
conditions, measured by the unemployment rate, are
associated with rates of unilateral activity, nor does the
number of executive orders differ between presidents’
first and second terms or between election years and
nonelection years. Finally, the coefficient for Approval
rating is small in magnitude and not distinguishable
from zero, suggesting that presidential popularity is not
systematically associated with unilateral activity.

The results shown in Table 2 are robust across a wide
range of additional analyses. In the interest of space, I
describe the results of these analyses here and report the
full results in the Supplementary Appendix. First, the
results in Table 2 are robust to the choice of regression
models. In additional models, I calculated the logged
(plus one) number of annual executive orders in each is-
sue area and estimated Equation (1) via linear regression.
I also estimated Poisson models rather than negative bi-

19I follow Mummolo and Peterson (2019) in using the within-
unit variation to characterize the substantive effect estimates from
Equation (1). This is calculated by comparing the predicted num-
ber of unilateral directives when salience is at its mean level (1.58
directives) to the predicted number at one standard deviation
above the mean (1.72).

 15405907, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ajps.12753 by R

eadcube (L
abtiva Inc.), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [29/01/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



PUBLIC OPINION AND PRESIDENTS’ UNILATERAL POLICY AGENDAS 9

nomial regression. The results from these models are
substantively similar to those reported above.20

Second, I find results consistent with those reported
above when using alternative characterizations of key
variables. While the results in Table 2 measure unilat-
eral activity using all executive orders, I also followed
the approach used by Bolton and Thrower (2016) and
modeled only noncommemorative executive orders.21 As
an alternative measurement strategy, I created a depen-
dent variable that characterizes the proportion of execu-
tive orders in a given year that address each issue, where
larger values indicate issues to which presidents dedi-
cated larger shares of executive orders.22 Each of these
alternative measurement approaches provides evidence
consistent with Table 2.

Third, I conducted two additional analyses to ex-
amine whether the findings in Table 2 might reflect
presidential influence on perceptions of salient issues as
opposed to presidential responsiveness to public opin-
ion, as a president’s attentiveness to an issue can increase
public concern about that policy area (e.g., Cohen 1995).
I show, first, that Public salience is an important contrib-
utor to unilateral activity even while accounting for the
issues presidents prioritize in their annual State of the
Union addresses. I calculated the share of sentences in
each address that were dedicated to each issue area and
included this measure as an additional covariate.23 While
I do find evidence that presidents issue greater numbers
of executive orders on issues they discussed at greater
length in the State of the Union, the coefficient for Public
salience continues to be positive and statistically signifi-
cant at p < .10 in all three models and p < .05 in model
(3). In a second analysis, rather than use a contempo-
raneous measure of Public salience, I included its lagged
value. This is consistent with the strategy used to evaluate
presidential responsiveness by Erikson, MacKuen, and
Stimson (2002) and accounts for a temporal sequence in
which presidents address issues to which the public has
paid greater attention.24 The results from these models
provide strong evidence that patterns of unilateral action
in year t are significantly associated with public opinion
in year t−1. While it is difficult to cleanly distinguish
the lagged and contemporaneous relationship between
public opinion and presidential behavior, on balance

20See Tables A.2 and A.3 (pp. 2–3) in the online supporting infor-
mation.

21See Table A.4 (p. 4) in the online supporting information.

22See Table A.5 (p. 5) in the online supporting information.

23See Table A.6 (p. 6) in the online supporting information.

24See Table A.7 (p. 7) in the online supporting information.

the findings are consistent with an interpretation in
which presidents respond to issues that gain the public’s
attention.

Fourth, I find no evidence that the patterns in Ta-
ble 2 reflect the entry and exit of specific issues from
the data. The panel of issues and years reported above
is unbalanced due to lack of data on public opinion for
some issues and years. Therefore, I estimated the models
using a balanced panel containing only the subset of
issues for which full data are available for the entire 64-
year period. Despite the reduced sample size, I continue
to find that Public salience is associated with increased
unilateral activity.25

Fifth, and finally, the results reported in Table 2 are
not driven by any individual issue. I reestimated the
model shown in column (3) while excluding one issue
area at a time. The vast majority of the coefficient es-
timates for Public salience are distinguishable from zero
and the substantive patterns are consistent with those re-
ported above.26 Moreover, I continue to find evidence for
the relationship between public salience and unilateral
activity when studying the issues with the most variation
in public salience (macroeconomics, civil rights, law and
crime, and defense).27

The results presented above provide new evidence
about the relationship between public opinion and
unilateral action. Unilateral activity reflects the issues
that weigh on the public’s mind. Presidents issue greater
numbers of executive orders in a given policy domain as
the public pays greater attention to it. While unilateral
action is associated with positive and normative concerns
about the separation of powers, the results shown above
also suggest that presidents’ use of unilateral power is
not divorced from issues that are salient to their public
audience.

Variation across Issue Types

I now examine how patterns of presidential attentive-
ness to public priorities vary across issue areas. I evalu-
ated this possibility by distinguishing “doorstep issues”
from the other issues contained in the data (Zaller and
Feldman 1992). Doorstep issues represent the policy do-
mains that citizens are more likely to encounter in their
daily lives; while other issues may momentarily capture

25See Table A.8 (p. 8) in the online supporting information.

26See Table A.9 (p. 9) in the online supporting information. I also
conducted the same exercise while excluding one president at a
time (Table A.10 on p. 10).

27See Table A.11 (p. 11) in the online supporting information.
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10 JON C. ROGOWSKI

TABLE 3 Issue Salience and Executive Action across Issue Types, 1954–2018

Doorstep Issues Not Doorstep Issues

Public salience 1.561 1.435 1.443 0.725 0.746 0.697
[0.031] [0.034] [0.027] [0.422] [0.392] [0.418]

Divided government −0.139 −0.110 −0.174 −0.137
[0.726] [0.786] [0.078] [0.097]

War 0.480 0.434 0.186 0.084
[0.055] [0.105] [0.144] [0.477]

Unemployment 0.048 −0.001 0.010 −0.035
[0.421] [0.969] [0.794] [0.459]

First term 0.209 0.205
[0.326] [0.196]

Presidential election year −0.043 −0.044
[0.682] [0.853]

Approval rating −0.355 0.010
[0.529] [0.985]

President fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Issue fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 427 427 427 602 602 602

Notes: Doorstep issues include economic issues, health, labor, education, law and crime, social welfare, and housing. Dependent variable
is the annual number of executive orders in each issue area. Estimates are negative binomial regression coefficients; p-values are shown in
brackets and were calculated using the cluster-robust wild bootstrap with 100,000 iterations to account for clustering on issue area (seven
clusters for doorstep issues; 11 clusters for nondoorstep issues).

public attention, presidents may have stronger incentives
to address public priorities on issues with which the pub-
lic may be more familiar.28 Following the issues studied
in Canes-Wrone and Shotts (2004), I classified policies
on the economy, health, labor, education, law and crime,
social welfare, and housing as doorstep issues. I then es-
timated the model specifications shown in Table 2 sep-
arately for these issues and the others (which includes
civil rights, the in the online supporting information en-
vironment, energy, immigration, transportation, domes-
tic commerce, technology, defense, foreign affairs, gov-
ernment operations, and public lands).29

Table 3 shows the results. The first three columns of
estimates show the findings for doorstep issues. In each

28On average, doorstep issues are more salient than other issues;
the within-issue variance is also somewhat higher for doorstep
issues.

29Because Carmines and Stimson (1980) classify racial desegrega-
tion as an “easy” issue, I also estimated models that classify civil
rights as a doorstep issue. I continue to find strong evidence of
an association between Public salience and executive orders on
doorstep steps and but no evidence of such a relationship for other
issues. See Table A.12 (p. 12) in the online supporting information.

model, the coefficient for Public salience is positive and
statistically significant, indicating that public attentive-
ness is associated with increased numbers of executive or-
ders on those issues. As the right three columns of Table 3
show, however, I find less evidence that public opinion is
associated with the use of unilateral power on other is-
sues. The coefficients for Public salience are all positively
signed but none is statistically distinguishable from zero
at conventional levels.30

The results shown in Table 3 provide particularly
strong evidence of presidential attentiveness to public
priorities on more familiar “doorstep” issues. These
findings suggest that presidents are most responsive to

30In additional analyses, I find evidence of a nonlinearity in the re-
lationship between Public salience and executive orders to address
doorstep issues. Increased salience is associated with more exec-
utive orders for relatively low levels of salience, but this relation-
ship attenuates for higher levels of salience. This finding suggests
that the greater familiarity for doorstep issues is responsible for the
stronger association between Public salience and presidential activ-
ity rather than the greater average salience of those issues. See Ta-
ble A.13 (p. 13) in the online supporting information. In addition,
I find similar results to those in Table 3 when using lagged values
of salience; see Tables A.14 and A.15 (pp. 14–15).
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PUBLIC OPINION AND PRESIDENTS’ UNILATERAL POLICY AGENDAS 11

TABLE 4 Public Opinion and Significant Executive Action, 1954–2002

All Not Significant Significant
Score <0 Score >0 Score >1

Public salience 1.088 −0.020 1.650 2.194
[0.007] [0.974] [0.012] [0.026]

Divided government −0.251 −0.302 −0.243 −0.476
[0.109] [0.103] [0.249] [0.284]

War 0.050 0.068 0.006 −0.148
[0.733] [0.643] [0.982] [0.830]

Unemployment −0.002 0.046 −0.051 −0.083
[0.953] [0.390] [0.296] [0.384]

First term 0.100 0.088 0.148 0.233
[0.341] [0.237] [0.369] [0.229]

Presidential election year −0.088 −0.132 −0.074 −0.252
[0.496] [0.456] [0.587] [0.189]

Approval rating −0.207 −0.131 −0.140 −0.450
[0.636] [0.803] [0.765] [0.616]

President fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Issue fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 741 741 741 741

Notes: Dependent variable is the annual number of executive orders in each issue area. Column labels show which executive orders are
included on the basis of their significance scores from Chiou and Rothenberg (2014). Estimates are negative binomial regression coeffi-
cients; p-values are shown in brackets and were calculated using the cluster-robust wild bootstrap with 100,000 iterations to account for
clustering on issue area (18 clusters).

public concerns on issues for which citizens likely have
greater knowledge and stable preferences. These may
be the issues by which the public more critically evalu-
ates presidential performance. Moreover, these findings
are generally consistent with Canes-Wrone and Shotts
(2004), who found that presidents were more responsive
to public spending preferences on doorstep issues.

Variation across Order Significance

I further examined whether the association between pub-
lic opinion and unilateral activity varied with the policy
significance of the executive orders. I used scores devel-
oped by Chiou and Rothenberg (2014) to characterize
the significance of executive orders, which are based on
coverage of executive orders in major newspapers, histor-
ical reports, news magazines, and legal publications. This
measurement strategy produces continuous estimates of
significance which range approximately from −1 to 3.
Following Chiou and Rothenberg (2014), I use multiple

thresholds to distinguish less significant from more sig-
nificant executive orders. My primary interest is in eval-
uating whether the measures of public opinion are more
strongly associated with patterns of unilateral activity on
more significant directives. If presidents are responsive
to public priorities primarily when issuing less signifi-
cant directives, this suggests that presidents may use uni-
lateral action to address important issues in only sym-
bolic and/or marginal ways. Yet if the public’s issue con-
cerns are reflected in patterns of significant unilateral ac-
tivity, this suggests that presidents perceive incentives to
address public opinion when issuing directives that have
greater policy consequences and are most likely to garner
public attention.

Table 4 shows results from this analysis.31 The Chiou
and Rothenberg (2014) data span the period 1947–2002;

31Table A.16 (p. 16) in the online supporting information reports
similar results using the lagged measure of public salience.
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12 JON C. ROGOWSKI

thus, the analysis includes executive order and public
opinion data from 1954 (when the public opinion mea-
sures begin) to 2002. To begin, I estimate model (3) from
Table 2, using all executive orders from 1954 to 2002. I
do this to first establish that the main findings reported
above are obtained for the specific time period during
which the significance scores are available. These results
are shown in the first column (“All”) and are consistent
with Table 2. The coefficient for Public salience is positive
and statistically significant, indicating that presidents is-
sue more directives as the salience increases within an is-
sue area. The patterns reported above thus apply to the
time period for which the Chiou and Rothenberg (2014)
scores are used.

The second column of results includes patterns of
unilateral action for the least significant executive orders
in the data set. Here, I used zero as an upper threshold
for distinguishing insignificant directives. About 55% of
the executive orders in the Chiou and Rothenberg (2014)
data have scores lower than zero. I study the annual num-
ber of executive orders in each issue area using this subset
of executive orders. Strikingly, the coefficient for Public
salience is small in magnitude and indistinguishable from
zero, providing no evidence that the volume of executive
orders with low levels of policy significance addresses the
public’s issue concerns.

In contrast, the results in the third and fourth
columns show that Public salience is positively associ-
ated with the rates at which presidents issue significant
directives. About 45% of the directives in the Chiou
and Rothenberg (2014) data have significance estimates
greater than zero, and the annual number of these direc-
tives in each issue area is the dependent variable in the
third column. These results indicate that a one standard
deviation increase in Public salience is associated with a
13% increase in unilateral action. About 15% of direc-
tives have significance estimates greater than one, and
the annual number per issue area is the dependent vari-
able in the fourth column. Based on this model’s esti-
mates, a one standard deviation increase in salience is
associated with an 18% increase in significant executive
orders.

Overall, Table 4 demonstrates that while the public’s
issue priorities are strongly associated with the use of sig-
nificant unilateral directives, the relationship is less ro-
bust when studying directives of less policy consequence.
I do not wish to overstate the results given challenges
in identifying significant orders. Nevertheless, signifi-
cant executive orders are more likely to garner public
attention (in fact, that is the basis of the measurement
strategy), and the results reveal that presidents use these

higher-profile directives on issues to which the public is
more attentive.

Variation with Presidents’ Electoral
Incentives

I also considered whether presidents’ attentiveness to
public priorities was moderated by several other electoral
and political factors. Based on the scholarship discussed
above, I examined whether the association between
public attentiveness to an issue and unilateral activity
to address that issue varied across the presidential elec-
tion cycle. For example, presidents may be particularly
attentive during their first terms and/or in election years
as a means of demonstrating their commitment to the
public’s issue priorities. Therefore, I interacted Public
salience with indicators for First term and Election year.
If presidents place particular priority on the the public’s
issue concerns during these periods, perhaps as a means
of securing reelection, I expect the interaction terms to
be positive.32

I also considered whether public priorities are condi-
tioned by various indicators of the president’s popularity.
More popular presidents could have fewer incentives to
address public opinion while less popular presidents
have greater incentives in efforts to bolster their public
standing. To evaluate this possibility, I interacted Public
salience with a measure of the president’s average Ap-
proval rating in that year. Alternatively, the incentives
for presidents to address the public’s issue priorities may
be greatest when their approval ratings are middling,
as every increase or decrease in approval may change
their prospects for holding onto office, and lower as their
approval is increasingly high or low. Thus, I interacted
Public salience with the absolute difference between the
president’s approval rating and the 50% mark, such that
larger values of this variable characterized presidents
with approval ratings that are increasingly positive or
negative.

Table 5 provides results to evaluate each of these
possibilities. Using the measures described above, I find
no evidence that presidents are more likely to incorpo-
rate the public’s issue priorities based on the electoral
calendar or presidents’ public standing. None of the
four interaction terms is statistically distinguishable

32It is also possible that presidents use unilateral power for dif-
ferent purposes between their terms. In their first, they could be
attempting to showcase their ability (Judd 2017) while pursuing
their own interests in their second terms. This account requires a
different set of measures for empirical testing, however, and has
ambiguous implications for the coefficient for Public salience.
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PUBLIC OPINION AND PRESIDENTS’ UNILATERAL POLICY AGENDAS 13

TABLE 5 Public Opinion and Executive Action, 1954–2018: Potential Moderators

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Public salience 1.280 1.151 3.027 1.106
[0.082] [0.041] [0.095] [0.188]

Public salience × First term −0.337
[0.630]

Public salience × Election year −0.243
[0.751]

Public salience × Approval −3.773
[0.215]

Public salience × | Approval – 0.50 | −0.068
[0.988]

Divided government −0.132 −0.133 −0.134 −0.132
[0.125] [0.127] [0.131] [0.171]

War 0.178 0.182 0.174 0.182
[0.108] [0.105] [0.124] [0.051]

Unemployment −0.017 −0.017 −0.017 −0.017
[0.617] [0.618] [0.626] [0.596]

First term 0.202 0.182 0.188 0.182
[0.109] [0.105] [0.099] [0.087]

Presidential election year −0.030 −0.015 −0.029 −0.030
[0.815] [0.893] [0.815] [0.811]

Approval rating 0.021 0.004 0.240
[0.961] [0.992] [0.642]

| Approval – 0.50 | −0.003
[0.997]

President fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Issue fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 1029 1029 1029 1029

Notes: Dependent variable is the annual number of executive orders in each issue area. Estimates are negative binomial regression coeffi-
cients; p-values are shown in brackets and were calculated using the cluster-robust wild bootstrap with 100,000 iterations to account for
clustering on issue area (18 clusters).

from zero, and in many cases, they run counter to the
expectations described above. On the basis of the results
in Tables 2 and 5, it appears that patterns of unilateral
activity are consistently associated with the public’s
issue priorities. These patterns are not confined only to
opportune electoral moments, nor do they depend on
the presence of a sufficiently popular (or unpopular)
president. Presidents appear to have incentives to address
the public’s issue priorities on a relatively constant basis.

Executive Orders and the Varieties of
Presidential Responsiveness to Public

Opinion

The analyses above rely on one particular mea-
sure of public opinion: issue salience. While it may
be normatively desirable for officeholders to address
their constituents’ issue priorities, theories of demo-
cratic governance also emphasize the importance for

 15405907, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ajps.12753 by R

eadcube (L
abtiva Inc.), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [29/01/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



14 JON C. ROGOWSKI

officeholders to address their constituents’ issue prefer-
ences. In the context of unilateral action, for example, we
may wish to know whether the policy content of pres-
idential directives is responsive to, or congruent with,
the public’s preferences on a given issue. Contemporary
presidents dedicate significant resources to identifying
and understanding public opinion (Jacobs and Shapiro
2000), and, as Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson argue:
“Elected politicians . . . sense the mood of the moment,
assess its trend, and anticipate its consequence for future
elections. . . . When politicians perceive public opinion
change, they adapt their behavior to please their con-
stituency” (1995, 545).

Evaluating ideological responsiveness or policy con-
gruence in the context of executive action introduces sig-
nificant data challenges, however. One approach might
be to measure the public’s preferences across a range of
specific policies and evaluate whether presidents imple-
ment those policies through unilateral directives in ways
that are consistent with the public’s issue preferences. An
alternative strategy might be to compare the ideological
content of unilateral directives with the public’s ideolog-
ical orientation. Unfortunately, existing measures do not
permit either approach to be implemented in a system-
atic way.

As a next-best approach, I explored the relationship
between the public’s ideological orientation in a given is-
sue area and the volume of unilateral activity to address
that policy domain. In the interest of space, I report the
results in Table A.17 (p. 17) in the online supporting in-
formation but briefly describe the analyses and results
here. I use the public mood measures developed by Stim-
son (1991) and elaborated in Atkinson et al. (2021). The
mood measure characterizes public liberalism (Erikson,
MacKuen, and Stimson 2002, 25), conceptualized as the
demand for more liberal or more conservative govern-
ment action. This measure is available for each issue area
described above and varies between 0 and 1, where larger
values indicate a more liberal public mood.

For each issue area, there may be theoretical reasons
to expect two kinds of associations between policy mood
and the volume of unilateral activity. First, to the extent
that mood characterizes demand for government inter-
vention, presidents may have incentives to issue more
directives in an issue area as the public adopts an in-
creasingly activist or liberal orientation. To examine this
possibility, I estimated models similar to those in Table 2
but included the measure of public mood. Second, the
relationship between mood and unilateral action may
be conditional in nature, as mood may be associated
with executive action when the president’s ideological
orientation is aligned with the public’s. I evaluate this by

recoding the mood measure so that it indicates whether
the president’s ideological orientation was consistent
with the public’s mood on a particular issue.33

The results from this exercise provide suggestive,
but not dispositive, evidence of a relationship between
the public’s ideological orientation and the volume of
executive orders. When including the measure of public
mood as a covariate in the model described above, the
coefficient is positive yet it does not reach conventional
levels of statistical significance (p < .16, two-tailed).
Similarly, when including measure of presidential align-
ment with public mood, the coefficient is also positive
but it too is indistinguishable from zero (p < .15). While
these findings suggest a link between public opinion and
unilateral activity, they do not permit strong conclusions
given the inability to reject the null hypothesis and the
limitations of the measurement approach described
above.

Still, there are good reasons to suspect that presi-
dents’ use of unilateral power incorporates public opin-
ion in a variety of ways. Previous accounts have de-
tailed how presidents’ unilateral initiatives developed in
response to issues of increased public concern; consider,
for example, Nixon’s use of executive orders and other
administrative actions to address environmental issues
as public concern over pollution grew during the first
years of his term (see, e.g., Flippen 2000). Presidents also
appear to have incentives to issue directives that imple-
ment policies that are popular with the public; for in-
stance, during Biden’s first weeks in office, the avail-
able survey data indicated that his initiatives were sup-
ported by pluralities and often large majorities (Bacon
2021). To be clear, this evidence is suggestive, but it is
also consistent with theories of presidential behavior in
other domains (Canes-Wrone 2006). Additional research
to evaluate these patterns more systematically would ad-
vance our understanding about how unilateral action
contributes to democratic responsiveness within federal
policymaking institutions.

33When Democratic presidents were in office, I simply use the val-
ues of the mood as provided. When Republican presidents were
in office, I recalculate the measure as 1 – mood. Given this con-
struction of the measure of Aligned president, larger values in-
dicate issues on which public preferences are more aligned with
the ideological perspective of the president in office. This requires
the assumption that Democratic (Republican) presidents are more
likely to issue directives with liberal (conservative) policy content.
NOMINATE scores are broadly consistent with this assumption, as
they reveal Republican presidents to be clustered together on the
conservative side of the ideological space with Democratic presi-
dents clustered on the liberal side of the space.
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Conclusion

Unilateral action is arguably more politically salient and
controversial than it ever has been. While some politi-
cal debates about unilateral powers invoke the president’s
legal and statutory authority, others reference the pres-
ident’s accountability to voters. The results in this arti-
cle contribute to these debates by examining how public
opinion is associated with patterns of unilateral activity.
Across a number of analyses, I find consistent evidence
that presidents issue greater numbers of executive orders
as the public’s attentiveness increases to that policy area. I
also provide suggestive evidence that presidents use uni-
lateral powers more frequently when they share the pub-
lic’s issue preferences. Together, these findings establish a
link between the mass public and presidents’ use of uni-
lateral power.

The results in this article have several implications
for scholarship on presidential behavior, accountability,
and the separation of powers. While the findings do
not allow me to distinguish the quality of presidential
decision-making, they do indicate that presidents per-
ceive incentives to incorporate national public opinion
when issuing unilateral directives. Just as other politi-
cal officials, including legislators and judges, consider
public opinion when contemplating their behavior, so
too do presidents. Whether this situation is welfare
enhancing for voters depends, at least in part, on to
what presidents are responding. We may reach different
conclusions about the normative appeal of presidential
responsiveness depending on presidents’ policy choices
given public opinion and their private information (see,
e.g., Canes-Wrone and Shotts 2004).

Second, the results suggest that public opinion plays
an important role in presidents’ unilateral decision-
making. Previous scholarship argues and presents
evidence that presidents strategically consider the in-
stitutional environment when contemplating unilateral
action (e.g., Howell 2003). These accounts argue that
the separation of powers is the primary constraint on
presidential unilateralism. Yet this scholarship overlooks
the politics of accountability and the role of mass publics.
The findings in this article contribute to this literature by
providing new evidence of presidential responsiveness to
public issue priorities in the context of unilateral power.

Third, and more suggestively, the findings on offer
add nuance to a growing literature on the public’s eval-
uations of unilateral power. Several recent studies show
that the public opposes unilateral action in the abstract
(Reeves and Rogowski 2015, 2016, 2022) and penalizes
presidents for its use (Christenson and Kriner 2020;
Reeves and Rogowski 2018, 2022). Even so, this article

suggests that presidents may avoid criticism that they are
acting undemocratically by exercising unilateral power
to address issues perceived as important by the public.
Not only may the public be more supportive of unilateral
action when it advances their policy priorities, but it
may also decrease the political incentives for members
of Congress and potential litigants (Christenson and
Kriner 2020) to challenge the president’s action. More-
over, presidents may use “crafted talk” (see Jacobs and
Shapiro 2000) to increase the salience of issues they wish
to address through unilateral action. Whether presidents
are precisely responsive to public opinion or actively
manage the public’s issue attentiveness, presidents have
incentives to incorporate public opinion in their strate-
gies around unilateral action. In this way, presidents may
be able to overcome the potential constraining effects of
divided government identified in previous scholarship
(Bolton and Thrower 2021; Howell 2003; cf. Kaufman
and Rogowski 2021).

The findings in this article have several important
limitations and present opportunities for future research.
First, the dependent variable measures the frequency of
executive policymaking but does not characterize the
ideological nature of presidential action, which limits the
ability to study the links between individual presidential
actions and the public’s policy opinion. Future research
could measure the ideological content of presidential
directives and evaluate whether individual directives
are responsive to and consistent with public attitudes.
Second, presidents may be more responsive to partisan
constituencies than to other groups (Kriner and Reeves
2015; Wood 2009). Future research could develop party-
specific measures of public opinion to explore variation
in presidential responsiveness across constituencies and
issues. Third, and finally, future theoretical research
could model potential trade-offs in how presidents
pursue their political priorities and the public’s issue
preferences in the shadow of elections and action by
adjoining branches of government. Such research could
provide a richer characterization of unilateral action
in separation-of-powers systems and inform normative
debates over its use.

References

Ansolabehere, Stephen D., and Jon C. Rogowski. 2020. “Uni-
lateral Action and Presidential Accountability.” Presidential
Studies Quarterly 50(1): 129–45.

Arnold, R. Douglas. 1990. The Logic of Congressional Action.
New Haven: Yale University Press.

Atkinson, Mary Layton, K. Elizabeth Coggins, James A. Stim-
son, and Frank R. Baumgartner. 2021. The Dynamics of Pub-
lic Opinion. New York: Cambridge University Press.

 15405907, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ajps.12753 by R

eadcube (L
abtiva Inc.), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [29/01/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



16 JON C. ROGOWSKI

Bacon, Perry. 2021. “Biden’s Initial Batch of Executive Actions
is Popular.” FiveThirtyEight, January 27.

Bolton, Alexander, and Sharece Thrower. 2016. “Legislative Ca-
pacity and Executive Unilateralism.” American Journal of
Political Science 60: 649–63.

Bolton, Alexander, and Sharece Thrower. 2021. Checks in the
Balance: Legislative Capacity and the Dynamics of Executive
Power. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Cameron, A. Colin, and Douglas L. Miller. 2015. “A Practi-
tioner’s Guide to Cluster-Robust Inference.” Journal of Hu-
man Resources 50(2): 317–72.

Canay, Ivan A., Andres Santos, and Azeem M. Shaikh. 2021.
“The Wild Bootstrap with a ‘Small’ Number of ‘Large’ Clus-
ters.” The Review of Economics and Statistics 103(2): 346–63.

Canes-Wrone, Brandice. 2006. Who’s Leading Whom?. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Canes-Wrone, Brandice. 2015. “From Mass Preferences to Pol-
icy.” Annual Review of Political Science 18: 147–65.

Canes-Wrone, Brandice, and Kenneth W. Shotts. 2004. “The
Conditional Nature of Presidential Responsiveness to Public
Opinion.” American Journal of Political Science 48(4): 690–
706.

Carmines, Edward G., and James A. Stimson. 1980. “The Two
Faces of Issue Voting.” American Political Science Review 74:
78–91.

Cavari, Amnon. 2019. “Evaluating the President on Your Prior-
ities: Issue Priorities, Policy Performance, and Presidential
Approval, 1981-2016.” Presidential Studies Quarterly 49(4):
798–826.

Chiou, Fang-Yi, and Lawrence S. Rothenberg. 2014. “The Elu-
sive Search for Presidential Power.” American Journal of Po-
litical Science 58: 653–68.

Christenson, Dino P., and Douglas L. Kriner. 2020. The Myth
of the Imperial Presidency: How Public Opinion Checks the
Unilateral Executive. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Cohen, Jeffery E. 1997. Presidential Responsiveness and Public
Policy-Making. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Cohen, Jeffrey E. 1995. “Presidential Rhetoric and the Public
Agenda.” American Journal of Political Science 39(1): 87–
107.

Cohen, Jeffrey E. 2013. “Everybody Loves a Winner: On the
Mutual Causality of Presidential Approval and Success in
Congress.” Congress & the Presidency 40(3): 285–307.

Cook, Brian J. “Restraining the Energetic Executive: Can Ad-
ministrators Legitimately Check Presidential Power?” Pre-
sented at the American Society for Public Administration
Annual Conference, Denver, CO, March 9–13, 2018.

Cooper, Phillip J. 2002. By Order of the President: The Use and
Abuse of Executive Direct Action. Lawrence: University Press
of Kansas.

Deering, Christopher J., and Forrest Maltzman. 1999. “The
Politics of Executive Orders: Legislative Constraints on
Presidential Power.” Political Research Quarterly 52:
767–83.

Druckman, James N., and Lawrence R. Jacobs. 2009. “Presi-
dential Responsiveness to Public Opinion.” In The Oxford
Handbook of the American Presidency. George C. Edwards,
III and William G. Howell, eds. New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press. pp. 160–181.

Edwards, George C., William Mitchell, and Reed Welch. 1995.
“Explaining Presidential Approval: The Significance of Issue
Salience.” American Journal of Political Science 39(1): 108–
34.

Erikson, Robert S., Michael B. MacKuen, and James A. Stim-
son. 2002. The Macro Polity. New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Eshbaugh-Soha, Matthew, and Brandon Rottinghaus. 2013.
“Presidential Position Taking and the Puzzle of Represen-
tation.” Presidential Studies Quarterly 43(1): 1–15.

Flippen, J. Brooks. 2000. Nixon and the Environment. Albu-
querque: University of New Mexico Press.

Heffington, Colton, Brandon Beomseob Park, and Laron K.
Williams. 2019. “The ‘Most Important Problem’ Dataset
(MIPD): A New Dataset on American Issue Impor-
tance.” Conflict Management and Peace Science 36(3):
312–35.

Howell, William G. 2003. Power without Persuasion: The Politics
of Direct Presidential Action. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

Howell, William G., and Saul P. Jackman. 2013. “Interbranch
Bargaining with Multiple Outcomes.” American Journal of
Political Science 57(4): 956–70.

Jacobs, Lawrence R., and Robert Y. Shapiro. 2000. Politi-
cians Don’t Pander: Political Manipulation and the Loss of
Democratic Responsiveness. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

Jennings, Will, and Christopher Wlezien. 2011. “Distinguish-
ing Between Most Important Problems and Issues?” Public
Opinion Quarterly 75(3): 545–55.

Jennings, Will, and Christopher Wlezien. 2015. “Preferences,
Problems, and Representation.” Political Science Research
and Methods 3(3): 659–81.

Jones, Bryan D., and Frank R. Baumgartner. 2005. The Politics
of Attention: How Government Prioritizes Problems. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Jones, Bryan D., Heather Larsen-Price, and John Wilkerson.
2009. “Representation and American Governing Institu-
tions.” Journal of Politics 71(1): 277–90.

Judd, Gleason. 2017. “Showing Off: Promise and Peril in Uni-
lateral Policymaking.” Quarterly Journal of Political Science
12: 241–68.

Kang, Myunghoon. 2020. “Presidential Unilateral Action as a
Tool of Voter Mobilization.” Presidential Studies Quarterly
50(1): 107–28.

Kaufman, Aaron R., and Jon C. Rogowski. 2021. “Di-
vided Government and Presidential Unilateralism.” Work-
ing paper; https://voices.uchicago.edu/jrogowski/files/2021/
12/dg_unilateral.pdf.

Kriner, Douglas L., and Andrew Reeves. 2015. “Presidential
Particularism and Divide-the-Dollar Politics.” American Po-
litical Science Review 109: 155–71.

Lewis, David E. 2005. “Staffing Alone: Unilateral Action and
the Politicization of the Executive Office of the Presi-
dent, 1988-2004.” Presidential Studies Quarterly 35(3):
496–514.

Light, Paul C. 1985. The President’s Agenda: Domestic Policy
Choice from Kennedy to Carter. Second printing ed. Balti-
more: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

 15405907, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ajps.12753 by R

eadcube (L
abtiva Inc.), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [29/01/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://voices.uchicago.edu/jrogowski/files/2021/12/dg_unilateral.pdf
https://voices.uchicago.edu/jrogowski/files/2021/12/dg_unilateral.pdf


PUBLIC OPINION AND PRESIDENTS’ UNILATERAL POLICY AGENDAS 17

Lowande, Kenneth S. 2014. “After the Orders: Presidential
Memoranda and Unilateral Action.” Presidential Studies
Quarterly 44: 724–41.

Mayer, Kenneth R. 2002. With the Stroke of a Pen. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Moe, Terry M., and William G. Howell. 1999. “Unilateral Ac-
tion and Presidential Power: A Theory.” Presidential Studies
Quarterly 29: 850–73.

Mummolo, Jonathan, and Erik Peterson. 2019. “Improving the
Interpretation of Fixed Effects Regression Results.” Political
Science Research and Methods 6(4): 829–35.

Neustadt, Richard E. 1990. Presidential Power and the Modern
Presidents: The Politics of Leadership from Roosevelt to Rea-
gan. New York: John Wiley and Sons.

Noble, Benjamin S. Forthcoming. “Energy versus Safety: Uni-
lateral Action, Voter Welfare, and Executive Accountability.”
Political Science Research and Methods, in press.

Ponder, Daniel E. 2017. Presidential Leverage: Presidents, Ap-
proval, and the American State. Palo Alto: Stanford Univer-
sity Press.

Reeves, Andrew, and Jon C. Rogowski. 2015. “Public Opinion
Toward Presidential Power.” Presidential Studies Quarterly
45: 742–59.

Reeves, Andrew, and Jon C. Rogowski. 2016. “Unilateral Ac-
tion, Public Opinion, and the Presidency.” Journal of Politics
78: 137–51.

Reeves, Andrew, and Jon C. Rogowski. 2018. “The Public Cost
of Unilateral Action.” American Journal of Political Science
62(2): 424–40.

Reeves, Andrew, and Jon C. Rogowski. 2022. No Blank Check:
The Origins and Consequences of Public Antipathy towards
Presidential Power. New York: Cambridge University Press.

RePass, David E. 1971. “Issue Salience and Party Choice.”
American Political Science Review 65(2): 389–400.

Roodman, David, Morten Ørregaard Nielsen, James G. MacK-
innon, and Matthew D. Webb. 2019. “Fast and Wild: Boot-
strap Inference in Stata using boottest.” The Stata Journal
19(1): 4–60.

Rottinghaus, Brandon. 2006. “Rethinking Presidential Respon-
siveness: The Public Presidency and Rhetorical Congruency,
1953-2001.” Journal of Politics 68(3): 720–32.

Rottinghaus, Brandon, and Adam L. Warber. 2015. “Executive
Orders, Proclamations, and the Public Presidency.” Presi-
dential Studies Quarterly 45(2): 289–309.

Rudalevige, Andrew. 2021. By Executive Order: Bureaucratic
Management and the Limits of Presidential Power. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Shane, Peter M. 2009. Madison’s Nightmare: How Executive
Power Threatens American Democracy. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.

Snyder, James M., and David Strömberg. 2010. “Press Coverage
and Political Accountability.” Journal of Political Economy
118(2): 355–408.

Stimson, James A. 1991. Public Opinion in America: Moods, Cy-
cles, and Swings. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Stimson, James A., Michael B. MacKuen, and Robert S. Erik-
son. 1995. “Dynamic Representation.” American Political
Science Review 89: 543–65.

The Policy Agendas Project. 2021a. “Executive Orders.” The
Policy Agendas Project at the University of Texas at
Austin.

The Policy Agendas Project. 2021b. “Gallup’s Most Important
Problem.” The Policy Agendas Project at the University of
Texas at Austin.

The Policy Agendas Project. 2021c. “Policy Moods.” 2021.
The Policy Agendas Project at the University of Texas at
Austin.

Warber, Adam L. 2006. Executive Orders and the Modern Presi-
dency: Legislating from the Oval Office. Boulder, CO: Lynne
Rienner Publishers.

Whitford, Andrew B., and Jeff Yates. 2009. Presidential Rhetoric
and the Public Agenda: Constructing the War on Drugs. Bal-
timore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Wlezien, Christopher. 2005. “On the Salience of Political Is-
sues: The Problem with ‘Most Important Problem’.” Elec-
toral Studies 24: 555–79.

Wood, B. Dan. 2009. The Myth of Presidential Representation.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Zaller, John, and Stanley Feldman. 1992. “A Simple Theory of
the Survey Response: Answering Questions and Revealing
Preferences.” American Journal of Political Science 36: 579–
616.

Supporting Information

Additional supporting information may be found online
in the Supporting Information section at the end of the
article.

Appendix A. Robustness Checks and Extensions for On-
line Publication

 15405907, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ajps.12753 by R

eadcube (L
abtiva Inc.), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [29/01/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense


