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Ideally, the relationship between citizens and policymakers in democracies should include the proper assignment of credit and blame to those who govern for their performance on a range of national issues.  A long line of scholarly work has examined whether partisan control of government in the United States is related to change in economic indicators (Alesina 1988, Alesina and Rosenthal 1995; Alesina and Sachs 1988; Bartels 2008; Beck 1982, Chappell and Keech 1988; Hibbs 1977, 1987; Hibbs and Dennis 1988).  But the literature has said little about whether the parties’ performance varies on a series of other issues—including crime, education and health—that Americans tell survey researchers are just as important to them.   As a consequence, there is virtually no research examining whether any partisan differences in performance on these issues is linked to Americans’ assessments of their relative ability to “handle” issues as expressed in survey data on issue ownership.  In fact, despite decades of scholarship on issue ownership, political science remains remarkably vague about the concept’s meaning and origins of issue ownership.  While some have speculated that parties own issues because of their relative performance on these issues, others maintain that issue ownership derives from the fact that parties rank their “owned” issues higher on their list of priorities for lawmaking and government spending.  From the perspective of a normative evaluation of the functioning of American democracy, we would clearly prefer there to be a strong link between performance and issue ownership.  By contrast, we should be troubled to the extent that instead Americans trust different parties to handle certain issues simply because they prioritize them.  Whereas the former interpretation suggests that issue ownership accrues only to parties that deliver actual results, the latter implies that voters credit the parties merely for their efforts.   This paper is the first systematic investigation of the performance and priorities hypotheses.  It begins by laying out the high barriers in place that should make it much more difficult for Americans to assign proper credit and blame for the parties’ relative performance on different issues than to simply be aware of their relative prioritization of these issues.  Americans are unaware of the direction of change in objective indicators of national conditions on even highly salient issues such as economic growth and crime, thus making it seem quixotic to believe that citizens can accurately link change in more obscure indicators to partisan control of the government and credit the parties accordingly.  By contrast, to the extent that the parties prioritize certain issues to please their core constituencies, we should expect them to do so with consistent efforts over time at lawmaking and government spending that echo the relative emphasis that parties place on their owned issues in their campaigns for elected office.  Thus I hypothesize that it is the parties’ priorities which drive issue ownership, rather than their performance. To test the performance hypothesis, I begin by identifying a series of indicators--from crime rates to air quality to pupils’ test scores--that objectively measure national conditions on a range of issues.  I show that most of these indicators move in ways separate from economic indices, which means that there are important dynamics regarding the state of the nation that have not been captured by previous research.  I then demonstrate that these indicators do change in significant ways depending on which party controls the presidency, but that these patterns are completely unrelated to the parties’ long-term ownership of issues.  To test the priorities hypothesis, I turn to surveys of partisans as well as data on federal spending and lawmaking.  Partisan elites (as measured by 
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surveys of convention delegates) and partisans in the electorate consistently say that they think their parties’ owned issues should be top national priorities.  I find that major legislation is more likely to be enacted on Democratic- and Republican-owned issues to the extent that those parties are in control in Washington, and that the parties direct federal dollars toward programs and agencies devoted to their priorities when they control the presidency.   Thus parties appear to own issues for no reason other than they make these issues priorities.  Instead of rewarding parties for delivering results, Americans appear to credit them simply for their efforts.  Given the lags that typically exist between the implementation of policies and outcomes on many issues, perhaps this pattern is sensible.  But it arguably reduces the incentives of those who govern to develop sound, effective policies on important issues.  This in turn has important consequences for our understanding of political representation and accountability in the United States. 
Partisan Accountability and Issue Ownership 

The questions explored in this paper stand at the intersection of two streams of research in political science on parties and public policy in the United States.  In the first, scholars have examined whether partisan control of the government is meaningfully related to change in national conditions.  In the second, researchers have sought to identify how it is that the Democratic and Republican parties come to “own” specific issues and why their reputations in the public’s mind for being better able to “handle” these issues persists over time.  Although it would seem intuitive that the insights of the former line of literature would be valuable for the latter, there has in fact been little cross-fertilization.     
Assessing the Parties’ Performance 

Explorations of the relationship between party control of government and performance in the United States have largely been limited to one policy domain: the economy.  Pioneered by the work of Douglas Hibbs (1977, 1987), this research has generally found unemployment to be higher, and inflation to be lower, when a Republican is in the White House (Alesina 1988, Alesina and Sachs 1988, Beck 1982, Chappell and Keech 1988).  The findings correspond to a characterization of Democratic administrations pursuing more expansionary policies than Republicans.  More controversial research has found that economic growth decreases and economic inequality grows more rapidly when a Republican holds the presidency (Alesina and Rosenthal 1995, Bartels 2008; Hibbs and Dennis 1988; but see Campbell 2011 and Kenworthy 2010).   A shortcoming of this literature is that it has largely concerned itself with macroeconomic outcomes, rather than the broader range of issues and conditions that Americans say are the nation’s most important problems.  As shown in Figure 1, Americans have increasingly identified concerns having to do with neither the economy nor national security as important problems over 
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time in the Gallup Poll’s periodic surveys of Americans.1  These rise of these issues—which include crime, health care, and education—on the nation’s agenda have coincided with a period of relative peace and prosperity for the United States.  They also reflect the increasing role of the federal government in nationalizing many issue domains that were once considered largely local problems.   A related question—explored by an extensive literature on what has come to be known as the “mandate model” of elections—is the extent to which party control of government is related to levels of spending on specific issues.  The general approach of this line of research is to examine allocations of national budgets across representative democracies to determine if the issues emphasized in a party’s platform (known in most other parts of the world by the rather more grand term “party manifesto”) are apportioned a greater share of the budget when the party gains power.  Ian Budge and Richard I. Hofferbert have argued this is true in the United States, although subsequent work found the relationship to be less substantial and significant than originally thought (Budge and Hofferbert 1990; King et al 1993; Thome 1999).  Additional research has found relationships between the election of left-wing parties and the size of government and the amount of social welfare expenditure (Blais, Blake and Dion 1993; Bräuninger 2005).  Country-specific analyses have found evidence of this relationship in Great Britain (Hofferbert and Budge 1992) but less so in Canada (Pétry 1995).   
The Sources of Issue Ownership 

Political scientists use the term issue ownership to describe the long-term positive associations that exist between individual issues and America’s two political parties in the public’s mind.  The concept has long intrigued scholars of politics: the term has had a place in the political science lexicon since it was introduced by British scholars Ian Budge and Dennis Farlie in 1983.  It gained widespread attention among American political scientists with the 1996 publication of John Petrocik’s path breaking study on issue ownership in the United States.  A primary contribution of this line of scholarship has been to identify a valid way to measure the positive associations voters make between parties and specific issues with survey questions that abstract beyond specific policies and instead focus squarely on the parties’ reputations for solving problems.  To determine which party owns a particular issue, scholars have generally looked to the party that the majority of Americans name when they are asked a survey question like “which party is better able to handle issue X?”  More than 6,000 questions like these have appeared on national public opinion surveys since 1970. In other work (Egan, forthcoming), I have analyzed these survey questions to develop over-time estimates of the parties’ ownership of issues that control for factors such as general contemporaneous sentiment toward the two parties, survey “house effects” associated with polling firms, and question wording.  (A description of this estimation strategy may be found in Appendix                                                              1 The figure plots annualized averages of the share of mentions for each problem in Gallup surveys administered in each year as calculated by the Policy Agendas Project (Baumgartner and Jones 2013).  The averages are normalized to account for the fact that the surveys allow respondents to name more than one problem. 
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1.)  Table 1 displays decade-by-decade estimates of ownership on 17 different issues over the past forty years; the final column shows averages pooled over the entire period.  The issues are ordered by the Republican Party’s strongest issue over the four decades (domestic security) to the Democrats’ strongest issue (poverty).  The estimates show that long-term issue ownership advantages are substantial.  The four-decade averages exceed ten points in absolute value for eight of the 17 issues: domestic security and military issues for the Republicans; poverty, the environment, Social Security, health care, jobs, and education for the Democrats.  Issue ownership is also largely consistent over time.  Ownership remained in the hands of the same party over the entire forty-year period on no fewer than 11 issues (the eight listed above, plus the Republican-owned issues of crime, illegal immigration, and taxes).  Of the seven issues remaining, there are only two—the economy and foreign affairs—where we can say with a high degree of confidence that ownership changed hands, in that there are decades with statistically significant estimates that switch signs.   To anyone who follows American politics, the association of specific issues with either the Democratic or Republican Party makes a certain intuitive sense.  The idea that Americans would trust the Republican Party to better “handle” the issues of taxes, crime, and military while putting their faith in the Democrats on issues such as health care, education and the environment is unsurprising.  However, the reasons for these associations and thus their ultimate meaning remain remarkably vague despite decades of scholarship, as the admirable generality of the survey questions used to measure issue ownership has proven to be both a blessing and a curse for scholars.  The measures have the advantage of tapping the linkages voters make between parties and issues that transcend particular policy debates or political campaigns.  But the abstract nature of these items has also contributed to a conceptual vagueness about what issue ownership actually means in the first place.  Budge and Farlie—the first researchers to use the term “issue ownership” in their book Explaining and Predicting Elections (1983)—surmised that ownership might arise from a party’s history of prioritizing an issue at the behest of the different constituencies that make up the core of the party’s activists.  But they also suggested that issue ownership might be affected by a party’s performance on an issue.  For example, the advantage they found for Republicans on foreign affairs, they speculated, might be due to the fact that they “in fact devote more care to international developments than Democrats” (Budge and Farlie 1983: 25).  Petrocik improved on earlier work by providing an explicit definition of issue ownership, which he wrote accrues to parties or candidates when the public assesses they can better “handle” a particular issue than their opponents.  This language—which echoes the survey questions we now use to measure issue ownership—would suggest that issue ownership therefore lies in the parties’ performance on issues.2    But a close reading of Petrocik’s definition shows that it actually incorporates notions of both performance and priorities.  By “handling,” Petrocik writes that he means “…the ability to resolve a problem of concern to voters.  It is a reputation for policy and program interests, produced by a history of attention, initiative and innovation                                                              2 For example, the first set of definitions offered for “handle” by the Oxford English Dictionary is found under the category “to manipulate, manage” (OED Online 2011). 
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toward these problems, which leads voters to believe that one of the parties (and its candidates) is more sincere and committed to doing something about them.”  (Petrocik 1996, 826; emphasis added)   Certainly, the “ability to resolve a problem” can mean nothing else than voters’ assessments of the parties’ relative performance on an issue.  But being “more sincere and committed to doing something” about these problems has more to do with priorities.3   
Performance, Priorities and the Barriers to Accountability  

Meaningful, relatively stable associations exist between parties and issues in the American public’s mind.  Resolving the ambiguity about whether these associations arise from the parties’ relative 
performance on these issues or their priorities is a question of more than simply theoretical interest.  From the perspective of a normative evaluation of the functioning of American democracy, we would clearly prefer there to be a strong link between performance—“the ability to resolve a problem”—and issue ownership.  By contrast, we should be troubled to the extent that instead Americans trust different parties to handle certain issues simply because they are “more sincere and committed to doing something about them.”  Whereas the former interpretation suggests that issue ownership accrues only to parties that deliver actual results, the latter implies that voters credit the parties merely for their efforts.   Unfortunately, our expectations should be much lower about Americans’ abilities to hold parties accountable for their performance than to simply be aware of their priorities.  As will be seen, the validity of many available indicators of national conditions linked to the issues listed in Table 1 is often in dispute.  Even worse, most are obscure and thus receive little publicity.  Most political scientists, let alone most citizens, would have trouble naming a full set of objective indicators of national conditions on issues like the environment, energy, education, trade, and immigration and then identifying how these indicators have changed over time.  But the barriers to accountability are higher than this, for Americans are often unaware of important changes on even highly salient measures of national conditions.  For example, despite the fact that murder and violent crime have fallen in a steady fashion since the early 1990s, Americans have been consistently more likely to agree than disagree that “there is more crime in the U.S. than there was a year ago” in Gallup surveys administered over this period. (See the top panel of Table 2.)  Even on economic conditions, Americans can hold inaccurate views to a remarkable extent.  In surveys administered by the New 
York Times and CBS News from 1992 through 2010, poll respondents were asked if they thought the economy was “getting better, getting worse, or staying about the same?”  As shown in the bottom panel of Table 2, comparing annual mean survey responses to changes in GDP growth by 
                                                             3 This meaning in fact corresponds to the second set of definitions for “handle” offered by the OED, listed under the category “to deal with, treat” (OED Online 2011). 
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year reveals that Americans’ aggregate perceptions were incorrect nearly 40 percent of the time during this period.4  By contrast, the parties’ priorities—their relative commitments to devoting scarce government funds and other resources to different sets of issues—receive a fair amount of attention from the media.  The passage of major laws (such as the Democrats’ Affordable Care Act in 2010 or the Republicans’ tax cuts spearheaded by President George W. Bush in 2001) can receive blanket coverage in the press. If the parties are more likely to enact important laws on the issues they own, such coverage can bolster the associations voters make between the parties and their issues.  The link between priorities and issue ownership should also be reinforced to the extent that—as predicted by issue ownership theory—politicians emphasize their parties’ owned issues in their campaigns for office.  This is the claim of Petrocik (1996) and other researchers (Druckman, Kifer and Parkin 2009; Page 1978; Petrocik, Benoit, and Hansen 2003, Simon 2002; Spilotes and Vavreck 2002), although others contend that candidate messages instead tend to converge on issues that are important to the electorate (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1994; Damore 2004, 2005; Dulio and Trumbore 2009; Kaplan, Park and Ridout 2006; Sides 2006; Sigelman and Buell 2004).  Finally, to the extent that rank-and-file partisans themselves care about their parties’ owned issues more than others, we might expect Americans to form associations between the parties and these issues through conversations about politics with Democrats and Republicans who are their neighbors, co-workers and family members.  If, for example, Republicans are more likely to complain about taxes while Democrats worry more about schools, these concerns may in turn influence the connections Americans draw between the parties and these issues. In sum, we have reason to expect it to be unlikely that performance should explain parties’ ownership of issues over time: Americans simply don’t pay enough attention to politics and public affairs to overcome the considerable cognitive barriers that hinder a proper assignment of credit and blame to the parties.  By contrast, a link between the parties’ priorities and issue ownership is easier to imagine: the media, the parties, and rank-and-file partisans themselves may all conceivably contribute toward forming strong associations between issues the parties and issues in the public’s mind.   
Testing the Performance Hypothesis 

Measuring National Conditions 

To score the parties on their ability to improve national conditions requires objective measures of performance on a range of issues. Arriving at these measures requires overcoming three hurdles.  First, a measure must be closely enough aligned with a particular issue that we would expect audiences of most political stripes to agree upon in which direction the measure should change to                                                              4 Aggregate perceptions reflected actual economic conditions in 11 out of the 18 years for which survey data are available between 1992 and 2010.   
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achieve progress on the goal associated with the issue.  In determining whether an ideological consensus exists on the measure, I have applied what might be called the ceteris paribus criterion: does a consensus exist that the goal is desirable, all things being equal?  The ceteris paribus approach analytically isolates the goal in question from rival goals that may compete with it (such as lower taxes and lower deficits, or low unemployment and low inflation).  Second, an indicator must actually measure what it claims to measure: in the parlance of measurement theory, it must have “construct validity.”  In many cases, the validity of a particular measure is not in question: for example, most would agree that the nation’s murder and violent crime rates are good measures of the extent to which lawlessness is being controlled.  But the validity of other measures is much more in contention, including test scores as a measure of student skills and support from allies abroad as a measure of the strength of America’s foreign policy.  The approach taken here is to err on the side of including too many measures—rather than too few—in the analysis, and to let readers determine for themselves whether they are valid indicators of performance with regard to shared goals.  The final criterion is that the measure must clearly distinguish results (performance) from mere effort (priorities).   Table 3 lists 18 identified measures along with their sources keyed to the issues listed in Table 1.  The table also explicitly specifies the consensus goal associated with each issue as the direction on which most Americans agree a change in the measure signifies progress toward the goal.  Figure 2 displays trends in these measures from 1975 through 2010, an interval covering four Republican and three Democratic presidencies and the widest span of time for which data are available on nearly all of the indicators.  Brief discussions and justifications for each of the measures follow.   
The economy.  Of all of the measures incorporated in this analysis, the economic indicators used here are the most straightforward and universally accepted as measures of national goals.  There is widespread agreement that economic growth should be robust, with inflation and unemployment kept low.  The measures used here are standard.  Economic growth is measured in percent change in GDP, inflation with percent change in the consumer price index, and unemployment with the unemployment rate.  Trends in these measures are shown in Figure 2a, which indicates that unemployment and growth have moved in largely opposite directions since the 1970s.  By contrast, inflation was a serious problem in the early part of this period but has essentially remained flat since the early 1990s. 
Government finances.  These measures reflect the general consensus that—all things being equal—government deficits and federal taxes should be kept as low as possible.  A standard measure of the deficit is its size relative to that of the national economy.  With regard to taxes, a measure of aggregate taxation (such as taxes as a percentage of GDP or government spending) is more a measure of effort than results.  A superior indicator is one that captures the effect of tax policy on the typical American.  Fortunately, such a measure exists: the average federal tax rate for a family of four at the median of the income distribution calculated by the Tax Policy Center, which is jointly run by the Urban Institute and the Brookings Institution.  This measure, which incorporates rebates, credits, and deductions, is designed to reflect the actual federal tax bill faced by the household at the median of the income distribution.  As such, it is the best possible over-time measure of federal income taxes paid by the typical American family.  Figure 2b shows how trends 
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in government finances have moved over time.  The share of income paid in federal income taxes by the typical family generally declined between 1975 and 2010, with notable drops occurring during the Reagan, Clinton, and George W. Bush administrations.  The deficit fluctuated in a relatively narrow range between 1975 and 1992, shrunk to zero during the Clinton administration, and then grew dramatically thereafter.   
Social welfare.  Although social welfare issues can be among the most contentious in U.S. politics, there is relatively broad consensus on the goals measured by the five indicators analyzed in this domain.  Few Americans would disagree with the objectives of increasing students’ skills, raising educational attainment, reducing the share of the population without health insurance, improving the public’s health, and reducing poverty.  For three out of these five goals, the measures—the percent of Americans with college degrees, the percent uninsured, and the percent under the poverty line—are straightforward.  Two other measures are more problematic, but still worthy of analysis.  The debate over test scores as measures of students’ true abilities is well-trod (e.g. Dee and Jacob 2011; Jacob 2005; Neal and Schanzenbach 2010; Winters, Trivitt and Greene 2008).  But the scores analyzed here—derived from tests administered by the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)—comprise the only over-time assessment of pupils’ abilities on specific subjects that is administered to nationally representative samples of students.  The NAEP test booklet stays nearly the same every year, allowing for over-time comparison that is more accurate than any available.  The scores examined here are for reading skills, as it is the subject with the longest-running time series, stretching back to 1971.  The group whose scores are analyzed is 13-year olds, chosen because they are old enough to have had some exposure to schooling, but young enough that their aggregate test scores are relatively unaffected by dropout rates (the NAEP is administered only to those actually in school).  The final measure is calculated from data from the General Social Survey, which since 1972 has been asking its nationally representative sample of American adults the question, “Would you say your own health, in general, is excellent, good, fair, or poor?"  The measure is the percentage of Americans reporting their health as “excellent” or “good,” regression-adjusted for the respondents’ ages.  Of course, self-reports—whether with regard to income, health, or other status—are notoriously unreliable.  But because the question has been asked in the same way by the same survey outfit, any over-time change in the aggregate responses to this measure is meaningful.   Compared to many of the other measures discussed here, four of these trends (shown in Figure 2c) were remarkably steady between 1975 and 2010.  Over this 35-year period, the share of students reading at a basic level varied over a range of only four percentage points (from 59 to 63).  Ranges for the poverty rate, the ranks of the uninsured, and self-reported health (four, six and eight percentage points, respectively) were similarly narrow.  The exception is the share of Americans with a college degree, which rose steadily over the entire time period. 
Public order.  The goals examined in this domain—all of which have to do with maintaining public order and reducing lawlessness—are widely shared among those on the left and the right.  Across the political spectrum, Americans want low rates of violent crime and homicide, and (even among those who welcome immigrants) they want to reduce the rate of unauthorized immigration.  The three measures used here are straightforward.  Murder and violent crime rates are those issued in 
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the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime Reports.  Estimates of the number of unauthorized immigrants living in the United States are provided by the non-partisan Pew Hispanic Center, which has published estimates going back to the year 2000; an earlier time series beginning in the mid-1980s was generated by the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service (which has since been renamed and is now part of the Department of Homeland Security).  Figure 2d indicates that the two leading indicators of crime dropped precipitously after reaching historic highs in the late 1970s (the murder rate) and late 1980s (the violent crime rate).  At the same time, the number of unauthorized immigrants living in the United States rose by an estimated six hundred percent between the Reagan and George W. Bush administrations before tapering off in recent years.   
The environment and energy.  Two objective measures of national conditions on the environment are available as reliable time series from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency: carbon monoxide emissions (estimates are provided from 1970 onward) and greenhouse gas emissions (available from 1990 onward).  As shown in Figure 2e (which scales these measures to their values in 1992 for comparison purposes), carbon monoxide emissions have declined dramatically since 1975.  By contrast, greenhouse gas emissions have moved in the opposite direction, and recent declines are most likely due to the fact that the country was in recession (greenhouse gas emissions and U.S. GDP over the period were strongly correlated at .88).  With regard to energy, while there is a strong disagreement about where Americans’ energy should come from, there is a general consensus that—all things being equal—energy should be as inexpensive as possible.  To capture the total cost of energy over time, I use annual energy prices for consumer energy from all sources (in dollars per billion British Thermal Units, or BTUs) as reported by the U.S. Energy Information Administration.  (Here “consumer energy” includes residential, commercial, transportation and industrial use.)  As shown in Figure 2e, energy prices climbed steadily until the 1980s, remained relatively stable until the late 1990s, and have spiked notably since then.  
Foreign affairs and trade.  While objective indicators of performance on foreign affairs are difficult to come by, one that can be measured in a straightforward fashion is the extent to which United Nations member states agree with the United States in votes held in the U.N. General Assembly.  Votes taken in this body are often thought to be merely symbolic, but that fact arguably strengthens this indicator as a measure of America’s standing in the world—that is, as a measure of its ability to persuade other nations to take similar public stances on global issues (Gartzke 2006).  As shown in Figure 2f, this measure (scaled to its value in 1992) was highest during the first half of Carter’s presidency but then dropped dramatically, climbing again only after George H.W. Bush succeeded Reagan.  It began to fall again in the middle of the Clinton presidency and reached an all-time low in 2007.  With regard to trade, national conditions are often measured in terms of the trade deficit, defined as imports of goods and services as a share of exports.  However, a rising trade deficit may make domestic manufacturers worse off while making domestic consumers better off.  An indicator that sidesteps this conflict is simply to measure exports, increases in which make many Americans better off while making very few worse off.  Figure 2f displays trends in exports measured as their share of the size of the nation’s economy.  By this indicator, exports rose (albeit with some significant fluctuation) between 1975 and 2010. 
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More Barriers to Accountability 

The performance hypothesis predicts that there should be a relationship between how these national conditions change under Republican and Democratic presidents and which parties own which issues.  Before testing this hypothesis with these data, let us first observe that there are two obstacles standing in the way of the public’s assigning proper credit and blame to the parties for these national conditions.  The first is widespread ignorance about the direction of many of these trends—or for that matter, their existence in the first place.  Although these data are arguably the best measures possible of national conditions on issues that are central to the quality of life in the United States, most of them nevertheless receive very little attention in news coverage of politics and public affairs.  Thus it is unlikely that many Americans (or for that matter, political scientists!) could correctly state that over the past four decades test scores have been essentially flat, air quality has dramatically improved, federal tax rates have fallen, and energy prices have climbed markedly.   We would be less concerned about this lack of knowledge if the trends tended to move together, as the public could then use its knowledge of the most salient indicators to accurately infer the direction of movement in other national conditions.  But this is not the case: a second barrier to accountability is that only a handful of national conditions tend to change in coordinated ways.  This is shown by a factor analysis of year-to-year changes in each of the 16 indicators for which data are available from 1975 onward.  Table 4 displays these results.5  Four indicators—murder, violent crime, poverty and economic growth—all loaded to a substantial degree on a common first factor (each was correlated with the underlying factor at an absolute value of .6 or greater).  Not surprisingly, increases in GDP growth were accompanied by declines in poverty and crime.   Change in the size of the nation’s deficit, the unemployment rate, and the inflation rate were also found to move together, loading on a second factor with the signs predicted by the Phillips Curve: as unemployment goes up, inflation tends to decline.  The national deficit tends to climb with unemployment and fall with inflation, likely due to the government’s attempts to counter joblessness with expansionary policy and to reduce inflation with contractionary policy.  However, no other factor has any explanatory value, meaning that none of the other measures move together to a meaningful degree.  In other words, progress on important consensus goals such as educational attainment, reducing taxes, improving the United States’ standing in the world, keeping energy prices low, and reducing the share of Americans without health insurance occurs largely independently of other fundamental indicators.  Thus Americans cannot use national economic conditions as an accurate heuristic for their evaluations of progress on these other important issues.  Taken together, these observations suggest that our expectations should be low regarding the extent to which Americans translate progress and setbacks on national goals into evaluations of the political parties.   
                                                             5 In this analysis and those that follow, missing data in the time series were imputed via linear interpolation.   
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Do Reputations for “Handling” Issues Follow from Party Performance? 

I now turn to two related questions. To what extent do Americans experience meaningful changes in national conditions depending on whether the Democrats or the Republicans are in power?  And do these changes correspond with the parties’ long-term ownership of these issues?   
National conditions and control of the presidency.  A simple way to look for relationships between national conditions and the party in power is to examine how annual change in each of the indicators differs under Democratic and Republican presidents.  This has been the basic approach of the research on the link between partisan control and economic conditions since Douglas Hibbs’s work in the 1970s.  Table 5 explores this question using all data available from 1975 to the present.  As is standard in analyses like these, presidencies are lagged by one year to account for the fact that policies rarely have immediate effects on national conditions.  For both substantive and methodological reasons, changes—rather than levels—of these measures are the variables of interest.  Change is more likely to reflect the actual impact of any presidential policy initiatives, rather than erroneously assigning blame or credit for conditions inherited from previous years.   The table first lists the average annual differences in change in each indicator under Republican presidents and Democratic presidents during the 1975-2010 period.  For example, the second row of Table 5 tells us that the inflation rate declined substantially more under Republicans than Democrats during this time span: the difference in average change was more than a full percentage point.  To take another example, the second-to-last row of the table indicates that on average, Democrats have presided over budgets that have moved away from deficit toward surplus by over one percent of GDP compared to Republicans. As a measure of performance, however, a difference in means test with time-series data is likely to be biased by autocorrelation and time trends.  The final columns of the table therefore display the differences in change in national conditions under Republicans and Democrats estimated using error correction models (ECMs).  These models account for dynamics by incorporating up to four annual lags of the measures as well as lags of party control of the presidency, with the number of lags chosen according to which resulting model explains the data in the most efficient fashion.6  The models also include a quadratic time trend.  Formally, the estimated model of change in an indicator 
Y in year t incorporating a total of L lags is written as follows: 
 20 1 21 1 _L Lt l t l l t l t t tl lY Y REP PRES YEAR YEARα α β δ δ υ− −

= =

Δ = + + + + +∑ ∑  (1) 
                                                             6 These models are more precisely called “dead-start” error-correction models (De Boef and Keele 2008), as it assumed that change in control of the presidency has no immediate effect on national conditions and thus the models do not incorporate a term for the contemporaneous change in party control.  The number of lags was chosen according to Akaike’s Information Criterion (AIC).  For each of the 18 models, Ljung-Box tests did not detect serial correlation in the residuals.  The full models may be found in Appendix 2. 
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 For our purposes, the key estimate of interest from the ECM is known as the “long-run multiplier,” calculated as the ratio 1 1
L Ll ll lβ α
= =

−∑ ∑ .    It is the change in national conditions 
associated with Republican control of the presidency (compared to Democratic control) distributed over all future time periods.  These long-run estimates, their standard errors, and the p-values associated with significance tests are shown in the table.  (The full models generating these estimates may be found in Appendix 2.)  The p-values are used to rank the national conditions from those which we are most confident improve under Republicans to those we are most confident improve under Democrats.  Given that conditions are measured on so many different scales across issues, this is the best way to make comparisons across issues.  Although researchers are often rightly advised to avoid making too much of significance tests and associated p-values, in this context the p-values themselves are meaningful quantities of interest.  Quite literally, they are the relative degree of confidence Americans should have that there are true differences in change in national conditions under Democratic and Republican presidents.   Here we see that the long-run change in many of these conditions is strongly associated with party control of the presidency.  Using a significance threshold of .10, Americans can be confident that taxes and inflation became significantly lower under Republican presidents between 1975 and 2010.  Under Democratic presidents, significant improvement occurred in the support for the United States at the United Nations, the national deficit, exports of goods and services, the number of unauthorized immigrants, crime, and reading scores.  In many cases, the long-run impact associated with presidential control is not only significant but substantial.  Compared to a Democratic president, the legacy of a Republican president is a reduction in taxes by nearly a percentage point and a decline in the inflation rate of nearly two percentage points.  The long-run reduction in budget deficits associated with Democratic control is nearly five percent of GDP more than under Republicans; likewise, exports rise by nearly a full percentage point more of GDP. A careful reader will note that the descriptions of these results scrupulously avoid invoking the language of causality.  On their own, the data here do not provide definitive evidence that Democratic presidents actually caused deficits to shrink—or that Republican presidents’ policies caused inflation to decline.  This is because there are almost certainly unobserved factors that are correlated with both national conditions and which party successfully wins the presidency, and these factors undoubtedly have long-term impacts on future national conditions.  In fact, issue-ownership theory holds that the extent to which an issue is salient (which is almost certainly correlated with national conditions) affects whether a Democrat or Republican is elected president.  Thus we cannot rule out the possibility that these factors may be confounds that render observed relationships spurious—or, just as damaging, may be acting as suppressors that cloak the true effects of policies on national conditions.  (To be clear, the same concerns threaten the inferences that generations of scholars have made about partisan control and national economic conditions.)  Rather, the point of the analysis is to explore whether Americans have experienced real differences in these conditions under Democratic and Republican presidencies—and whether these differences explain the long-term reputations of the parties found in Table 1.   
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National conditions and issue ownership. We can think of the two sets of results displayed in Table 5 as corresponding to the inferences about party control of the presidency drawn by two different kinds of observers trying to make sense of the parties’ performance on improving national conditions.  As noted above, the estimates derived from differences in annual means do not account for dynamic factors that can confound the relationship between party control and national conditions.  But given the lack of knowledge about national trends discussed earlier, these estimates would appear to represent the upper limit of what a typical American voter might know about the parties’ relative records on these issues.  The second set of estimates represents our best set of “educated guesses” about the long-term impact of Republican versus Democratic control of the presidency on national conditions.  Many more sophisticated estimates are of course possible: for example, controls for exogenous shocks to the national economy might improve our estimates of change in national conditions such as poverty or energy prices.  But absent of the sort of issue-by-issue judgment calls that such more complex models would require, the estimates displayed in Table 5 provide measures of the relationship between party control and national conditions that are comparable across issues.  To the extent that Americans are taking dynamics into account in their assessments of the effect of Republican and Democratic presidencies on the achievement of consensus goals, their evaluations should reflect the rankings shown in the table.7   A glance at Table 5 should immediately give us some pause about whether Americans use change in national conditions under Republican and Democratic presidents to assign ownership to the parties on different issues.  With the exception of taxation and inflation for the Republicans, and reading test scores for the Democrats, none of the national conditions that are significantly associated with party control (according to the long-run estimates) are aligned with the long-run issue ownership estimates found in Table 1.  In fact, crime rates, unauthorized immigration, the deficit, support for the United States at the United Nations, and exports all improved significantly more under Democratic presidents than Republicans between 1975 and 2010 despite being conditions associated with Republican-owned issues.   The bivariate scatterplots in Figure 3 confirm these observations.  They plot the p-values associated with the differences associated with party control in annual change (in the top graph) and long-run change (in the bottom graph) in national conditions against the parties’ long-run ownership of the associated issues as estimated in Table 1.  To the extent that Americans use these measures to determine which party is better able to handle particular issues, we would expect the points on the scatterplot to lie on the diagonal extending from the bottom left quadrant to the upper right quadrant of these graphs.  This is true in neither case: as indicated by the best-fit regression lines 
                                                             7 An even more difficult task for the typical voter would be to take partisan control of Congress into account as well when forming these assessments.  They do not: estimates (not shown) that also incorporate Congressional control produce the same finding as that presented here: no relationship is found among improvement in national conditions, party control of government, and issue ownership. 
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traced on the graphs, there is no relationship whatsoever between these two variables.8  An even more straightforward way to assess this question is simply to examine whether Americans “correctly” assign ownership to the party under which conditions improve more.  In the graphs in Figure 3, correct classifications are plotted with dark circles; incorrect classifications are plotted with hollow circles.  By this criterion, Americans correctly assign issue ownership based upon performance 44 percent of the time with regard to annual change in national conditions and 55 percent of the time with regard to long-run change—accuracy rates that are no better than guesses that would be yielded by merely flipping a coin.9   
Testing the Priorities Hypothesis 

Measuring Party Priorities 

To determine the priorities of America’s two major political parties requires first deciding who counts as a “partisan.”  Happily, this decision was made by V.O. Key in his 1942 classic Politics, 
Parties and Pressure Groups and has been followed by generations of scholars of political parties thereafter.  Key argued that a comprehensive understanding of parties can be reached by examining them through three different lenses: as the “regulars” who populate party organizations, as the rank-and-file voters who identify with the party in the electorate, and as coalitions of party politicians in government.  I take the same approach here.  The “party as organization” is considered with surveys of delegates to the parties’ national conventions and strong party identifiers who are deeply engaged in the political process.  The priorities of rank-and-file voters —the “party in the electorate”—are analyzed with surveys of Democratic and Republican voters drawn from nationally representative samples.  Finally, the priorities of the “party in government” are assessed by examining how Democrats and Republicans govern when they are in control in Washington—in particular, the issues on which they enact major legislation and the programs and agencies toward which they parties direct government spending.   
The Priorities of Party Elites 

Measuring the sincere preferences of party elites presents a problem that arguably has not been addressed by previous work on issue ownership, which has focused on elites’ public pronouncements.  This approach includes analyses of the degree to which parties emphasize their                                                              8 The R-squared statistics associated with the bivariate regression lines in these plots are both less than .01.  The regression coefficient on annual change in conditions is .59 with a robust standard error of 3.8; the coefficient on long-run change is -.13 with a robust standard error of 4.1.   
9 Not shown here is another way to examine this relationship, which is to assume that issue ownership reflects the public’s collective memory of past party performance.  However, regressions of issue ownership between 2000 and 2011 on the parties’ performance over the entire four-decade period in fact yielded even weaker results than those discussed here.  In these estimates, poor performance was slightly and insignificantly associated with issue ownership.  
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owned issues in party platforms or manifestos (Budge and Farlie 1983), in news stories generated by presidential campaigns (Petrocik 1996), or in campaign television ads and speeches (Petrocik, Benoit and Hansen 2003).  In none of these cases can we be assured that these are purely sincere expressions of party priorities, as parties and candidates undoubtedly strategically calibrate their communications to appeal to the electorate.  Fortunately, another source providing insights on the issue priorities of party elites exists that is much less likely to be biased by such strategic calculations: surveys of the elites themselves.  Questions about issue priorities were asked in representative sample surveys of delegates attending the Republican and Democratic National Conventions in five of the six presidential elections between 1972 through 1992.10  These surveys were confidential; furthermore, because they were academic studies, respondents knew that results would not be published until well after the end of the presidential campaigns and would be unlikely to garner much attention from news media.  Thus there is much less cause for concern about these responses being insincere expressions of the true priorities of the party elites than there is for communications directed at the broader public.   Two questions appearing on different subsets of these surveys will serve as indicators of the relative issue priorities of partisan elites.  In three of the surveys (1984, 1988 and 1992), delegates were asked their preferences on whether federal spending on a list of issues should be increased, decreased, or kept the same.  In a different subset of three surveys (1972, 1980 and 1984), delegates were asked an open-ended question asking them to name the nation’s most important problems.11  Although this question should generally elicit answers that are good proxies for respondents’ true priorities, it appears that this was not entirely the case for two issues—the economy and foreign affairs.  Delegates from the out-party were more likely to name these issues as “problems” than those from the in-party, indicating that these issues are proxies of expression of allegiance or opposition to the party in control of the White House.12  Therefore responses to the most important problem question naming either of these two issues are excluded from the analyses.    To obtain estimates of the issue priorities of party elites in more recent years, I turn to the American National Election Studies cumulative datafile, which includes biennial surveys with representative samples of American adults.  In the ANES, respondents indicate their federal spending preferences with a battery of issue-specific items similar to those appearing in the                                                              10 Sources for these data are Miller et al, 1976; Jackson and Brown 1988; Jackson, Bostis and Baer 1988, Miller and Jennings 1988, 1995; and Herrera and Miller 1995.   11 Rather than providing the verbatim responses themselves, the datasets include the issues mentioned as coded by the scholars conducting the surveys.  In some cases, I re-coded these data to correspond with the list of issues shown in Table 1.  Details of this re-coding process are available upon request.  Delegates could name up to three national problems in 1972 and 1980 and up to four in 1984. 12 Over the three surveys, delegates from the party not in control of the White House were on average six percentage points more likely to name these two issues as national problems compared to delegates from the party controlling the presidency. 
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surveys of convention delegates.  The surveys also ask respondents whether they participated in several different political activities during the most recent campaign.   To identify respondents most likely to be members of party organizations, I restricted the dataset only to those who reported participating in all of three different activities in support of a candidate or party during the most recent campaign: attending a meeting or rally; working or volunteering for a campaign; and making a campaign donation.  Among these respondents (representing just one percent of American adults), I further limited the analysis to those identifying as “strong” Democrats or Republicans.  I assume that the resulting dataset consists primarily of party activists: it includes just 73 individuals out of the 11,642 Americans interviewed by the ANES between 1994 and 2008.  It provides as much insight as possible into the views of those involved in the party organizations as can be derived from surveys with nationally representative samples of Americans.    Estimates of the relative priorities of party elites derived from these measures are displayed in Figure 4.  The top graph displays issues arrayed by the difference (in percentage points) in the share of Republican delegates naming them as the nation’s most important problem minus the share of Democrats doing so.  To facilitate the display of information, only issues on which in there were statistically significant differences in prioritization (at p < .05) by the two parties’ delegates of three percentage points or more are shown.  The bottom graph displays the relative spending priorities of the two parties’ convention delegates in 1984, 1988 and 1992 and the priorities of all party activists surveyed by the ANES between 1994 and 2008.  It plots issues by the net percentage of Republicans favoring a spending increase (that is those supporting an increase minus those favoring a cut) minus the net support for a spending increase similarly calculated among Democrats.13   The issues displayed on this graph are only those on which there were statistically significant spending preferences between the parties. The graphs in Figure 4 show that the relative priorities of party elites are substantial and consistent across the entire four decade span.  In the results from the 1970s and 1980s shown in Figure 4a, the deficit, inflation, and the military appear repeatedly as issues mentioned significantly more often as national problems by Republican elites than Democrats; the opposite is true for the jobs issue.  Figure 4b shows that from 1984 through 2008, net support for spending on crime and the military by Republican elites outstripped these issues’ support among Democrats multiple times.  By contrast, elite Democratic support for spending on the environment, the homeless, schools, and Social Security was repeatedly significantly higher than that of Republicans.  (The differences were so stark among party activists in the ANES that statistically significantly different priorities on four issues were found among them despite their very small sample.) A reader glancing at Figure 4 could be forgiven for assuming that these were graphs of issue ownership: the issue priorities of party elites and the issues owned by the two parties are uncannily similar.  A comparison of these graphs with the four-decade estimates of issue ownership shown in the final column of Table 1 leads to an absolutely striking conclusion.  Every issue significantly                                                              13 The theoretical range of this differences-in-differences estimate is thus 200 percent (if all Republicans favored a spending increase and all Democrats favored cuts) to -200 percent (if vice-versa). 



 Egan • 17 

prioritized by Republican elites at one point or another between 1972 and 2008 was owned by the Republican Party over the same four decade period.  Likewise, every issue significantly prioritized by Democratic elites was owned by the Democratic Party.14   In the remainder of this section, the relationship between party priorities and issue ownership will be analyzed in more detail.  For the moment, however, let us note how remarkable this finding is.  It is derived from survey questions that on their face would seem to be about different concepts: spending and concern for national problems on the one hand, and which party can better handle issues on the other.  These questions are put in different surveys to very different populations: those at the most elite levels of participation in party activities and nationally representative samples of Americans.  Nevertheless, they reach the same conclusion.  The issues that Democratic and Republican elites sincerely care about and on which they wish to spend government funds are the same issues that the public says the two parties own. 
The Priorities of Party Voters 

Previous work on attitude formation leads us to strongly expect that the concerns of ordinary partisans will mirror those of party elites.  Scholars have shown that exposure to elite partisan cues leads many party identifiers to change their attitudes about policies—even on issues such as abortion and gay rights that are presumed to be associated with long-standing moral principles (Bailey, Sigelman and Wilcox 2003; Layman and Carsey 2002; Layman et al 2010; Zaller 1992).  As we shall see, a similarly strong relationship will be found between the issue priorities of party elites and everyday partisans in the electorate. To assess the relative prioritization of the parties in the electorate, I analyze Americans’ responses to questions on the nation’s priorities for the president and Congress (collected by the Pew Research Center) and their responses to questions about national spending on consensus goals (from the General Social Survey).  Pew has been asking questions about the nation’s priorities since 1994; the GSS has included questions about national spending on its surveys since 1972.  Figure 5 displays the over-time priorities of Democratic and Republican voters in a similar fashion to those of party elites: the percentage difference in prioritization of different consensus goals of American voters identifying with the two parties.15  In Figure 5a, issues are arrayed by the percentage of Republicans naming the issue as a “top priority” for the president and Congress minus the share of Democrats.16  Republicans were consistently more likely to name domestic security, illegal                                                              14 To draw this conclusion, I make the uncontroversial pairings of support for Medicare spending with the issue of health care, homelessness with the issue of poverty, and college aid with the issue of education. 15 In the Pew surveys, voters are defined as registered voters who reported voting in the most recent national elections (in surveys administered in 1997, 2002, 2005 and 2011) or those who said they were likely to vote in upcoming national elections (surveys in 1994 and 2008).  In the GSS samples, voters are defined as those reporting voting in the most recent presidential elections.  Those who “lean” toward one party or another are included as partisans. 16 In some years, multiple items were asked about the same issue and were averaged. 
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immigration, the military, and (in five out of the six years) taxes as top priorities; Democrats were significantly more likely to name education, energy, the environment, health care, jobs, and poverty as top priorities in nearly every survey.  National spending priorities, shown in Figure 5b, follow suit.  Most of the issues displayed here fall below the line, reflecting the fact that the battery of spending items on the GSS is heavily tipped toward Democratic priorities.  Nevertheless, the relative support for spending on these issues among partisans is very similar to the patterns already seen. Thus the priorities among rank-and-file Democrats and Republicans in the electorate are strikingly similar to the priorities of party elites—and therefore the issues owned by the two parties.  Party elites and their voters are in agreement about the kinds of problems that should be the government’s focus and the kinds of consensus goals toward which federal dollars should be directed. Who affects whom (party elites influencing party rank-and-file or vice versa) is an interesting question, but not one that needs to be explored here.  For the purposes of understanding where issue ownership comes from, the decisive finding is that ordinary voters who identify as Republicans or Democrats overwhelmingly share the priorities of their parties’ leaders.  These voters can thus be legitimately considered as supporters for government action and federal spending on these priorities when their favored party gains power in Washington.   
The Priorities of Parties in Government 

A final pair of analyses explores whether the priorities of partisan elites and voters are reflected in the actions taken by Democrats and Republicans in enacting federal laws and allocating the budget.  Where the previous section’s investigations into the parties’ relative performance focused on results, these analyses have to do instead with the parties’ efforts to focus government action and spending on specific issues.  Both analyses reveal a substantial and unambiguous relationship between the issue priorities of the Democrats and Republicans when they control the government and the issues that the parties own. 
Major federal legislation.   David Mayhew compiled a well-regarded inventory of major laws enacted by Congress for his classic study Divided We Govern (1991).  In his book, Mayhew shows that divided control of government—long believed to be associated with “gridlock” that impedes Washington from addressing important national problems—has little effect on whether important laws enacted in any particular legislative session.  To reach this conclusion, Mayhew required an objective way to identify the universe of laws considered “important.”  His list relies both on contemporaneous accounts of the importance of enacted legislation by news media and other sources as well as on the retrospective judgments of policy experts on those laws for which enough time had elapsed since enactment to make these judgments possible.  As of this writing, Mayhew has updated this list through 2008; it now includes a total of 370 laws enacted since 1947 (Mayhew 2012).  The advantage of using the Divided We Govern dataset for this study is not just that Mayhew’s list is widely respected by political scientists and has been used in scores of subsequent articles and books on policymaking in Washington.  It is also that Mayhew’s dataset was developed for a completely different purpose than the one here, providing assurance that the selection of laws for analysis has nothing to do with issue ownership.   
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To prepare the Divided We Govern dataset for analysis, I used Mayhew’s brief description of each piece of enacted legislation to code the laws by issue.  Up to three codes could be assigned per law.  (A full list of all laws and their issue codes may be found in Appendix 3.)  For comparability to other analyses presented here, I limit the dataset to laws passed between the first session of Congress to be convened entirely in the 1970s (the 92nd session, which began in early 1971) through the final session in Mayhew’s dataset (the 110th session, ending in 2008).  A very simple way to explore whether parties are more likely to enact important legislation on their owned issues is to compare the average number of such laws passed on each issue under sessions of united Democratic control (that is, where Democrats control the presidency and both chambers of Congress), united Republican control, and divided party control of the government.  These figures are displayed in the first four columns of Table 6.  Here we see that over the past four decades, unified governments under Republican control enacted a greater number of important laws than Democrats on Republican-owned issues such as domestic security, the military, and immigration.  The opposite was true for important laws on Democratic issues such as poverty, education, and the environment.   While this approach is straightforward, it ignores what happens under divided government and thus leaves valuable data on the table about how differential control of Congress and the presidency affects lawmaking.  This information can be taken into account with a more sophisticated multiple regression approach in which the unit of analysis is issue-session.  The number of laws enacted per issue per session is “count data,” in that it takes on possible values of zero and the positive integers. Thus I use a count regression model in which the number of important laws Yij enacted in Congressional session i on issue j is modeled as a random variable that follows the Poisson distribution.17  The parameter of interest in this distribution is the mean μij, and it is assumed to be a function of the issue in question, which party controls the presidency and Congress, and their interaction as follows: 
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In this model, pres_control i is scored 1 if a Republican holds the presidency during session i and -1 for a Democratic president; similarly congress_controli is scored 1 if both the House and Senate are under Republican control, -1 if both are under Democratic control, and zero if one party controls each chamber.  The variables issuej are indicator terms assigned to each of the issues analyzed in this paper (except for inflation, the only issue on which no laws in the Mayhew dataset were enacted after 1970).   
                                                             17 This distribution has the probability mass functionPr !ij yijij eY y yμ μ−

⎡ ⎤= =⎢ ⎥⎣ ⎦ .  A test for overdispersion failed to reject the null that these data are distributed Poisson (p = .15).  Additional details about these estimates may be found in Appendix 5. 
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The model was used to generate estimates of the number of important laws per session expected for each issue under unified Republican and Democratic control of the government.  The final column of the table displays issues sorted by the estimated difference in the number of laws per session on each issue expected under Republican control minus the number expected under Democratic control.  These estimates confirm the earlier, simpler tally: important legislation on Republican-owned issues is more likely to become law when Republicans control the presidency and Congress; the opposite is true for Democratic-owned issues.  A horizontal line is drawn in the table separating issues on which major legislation is enacted more under Republicans than Democrats.  Statistically significant differences in lawmaking between the two parties exist on only a few issues.  But the enactments of important laws are strongly correlated with the parties’ long-term ownership of the issues.  Above the line are three issues on which the Republican Party enjoyed an unambiguous issue-ownership advantage during the period in which these laws were enacted: domestic security, the military, and immigration.  Below the line are five issues the Democrats owned significantly over the same period: Social Security, health care, poverty, education, and the environment.  In some cases, the differences in effects of party control are significant and substantial.  If the patterns established over the past four decades sustain themselves, we can be confident in the expectation that unified Democratic control should yield two additional important laws on the environment to be passed per Congressional session—and one law on education—compared to unified Republican control.  The opposite is true for major legislation on domestic security, which has been enacted significantly more frequently under Republican than Democratic control.     
Allocation of federal expenditures.  Despite the research discussed earlier in this paper on the “mandate theory” of elections, no systematic analysis has ever directly explored the relationship between issue ownership and federal spending in the United States.  I do so here with over-time data on federal outlays compiled by the White House Office of Management and Budget (White House Management and Budget 2012: Table 3.2).  The OMB classifies expenditures by government function, many of which can be assigned in a straightforward manner to the issue categories analyzed here (see Appendix 4).  Determining federal spending on two additional important issues requires using different data made available by the OMB.  Domestic security spending is not assigned a separate function code, but outlays for the Department of Homeland Security are calculated by the OMB along with those for all other cabinet-level agencies. Furthermore, the OMB has revisited budgets prior to the department’s establishment in 2002 and generated annual historical estimates of federal dollars spent on domestic security spending (White House Management and Budget 2012: Table 4.1).  Thus I use actual and estimated DHS spending as a measure of federal spending on domestic security.  The issue of taxes also requires special consideration because it is not a spending category per se and thus does not appear in the OMB’s tables of federal outlays.  However, the OMB does compile records of federal tax receipts—including income, corporate, payroll, estate, excise and gift taxes.  Here I consider cuts in taxation as “spending” on the issue of taxes and thus decreases and increases in the annual sum of all of federal 



 Egan • 21 

taxes will serve as indicators of, respectively, increases and decreases in spending on taxes.18  All told, relevant spending data can be identified for 12 of the issues analyzed here.   In contrast to other analyses in this paper, the analyses here begin in the 1980s—specifically, federal fiscal year 1982.  This fiscal year started on October 1, 1981, making it the first in which Republican Ronald Reagan presided over the federal budget.  Analyses of federal spending (not shown here) beginning in the 1970s reveal a relationship between issue ownership and spending that is a much more faint rendition of the strong patterns that I will proceed to demonstrate have been in place since the beginning of Reagan’s presidency.  There are a number of possible reasons for this, all of which have to do with a lack of sharp polarization in the 1970s on budget issues that later become flashpoints of partisan conflict in the 1980s.  The Vietnam War likely constrained the amount of discretion available in developing military budgets, and it left little taste for defense spending among members of either party in its immediate aftermath.  (Military spending as a percentage of the federal budget fell from 42 percent in 1970 to 23 percent in 1980; levels of military spending during this period are correlated with an annual time counter at -.93).  The anti-tax revolt that would ultimately manifest itself as an item of faith among Republicans did not begin in earnest until 1978 with the passage of California’s Proposition 13.   Environmentalism ranked high on the list of Democratic concerns in the 1970s, but nevertheless the decade began with the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency via an executive order issued by Republican Richard Nixon in 1970—which was followed by substantial increases in federal expenditures on the environment. Factors like these dampened distinctions between the two parties in the 1970s on allocations of government spending that would come into full relief in the 1980s, and thus the analysis begins there. The measure of interest is annual spending on each issue as a percentage of all federal expenditures for that year.  Using shares of federal expenditures instead of actual dollars better captures the fiscal tradeoffs made among different issues.  As in the performance analyses discussed in the previous section, analyzing change in spending—rather than levels of spending—is more likely to capture the effect of decisions made by elected officials net of any secular trends in spending patterns.  The estimation strategy applied in the analysis of government expenditure is similar to that used to examine the parties’ relative performance.  I again use error correction models (ECMs) to estimate the long-run impact of control of the presidency and Congress on spending patterns.  The specifications of the ECMs are similar to those employed in the tests of the performance hypothesis.  They account for dynamics by incorporating up to four annual lags of the dependent variable and party control of the presidency as well as a quadratic time trend.19  These estimates thus address the concerns researchers have expressed regarding dynamics in the analysis of party control and federal budgets (King et al 1993; Thome 1999).  Formally, the estimated model of change in spending on issue Y in year t incorporating a total of L lags is written as follows: 
                                                             18 These are calculated from White House Management and Budget 2012 (Tables 2.1 and 2.5). 19 Lag length chosen via AIC.  Ljung-Box tests did not detect serial correlation in the residuals.  The full models may be found in Appendix 6.  
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As before, the estimate of interest is the long-run multiplier, here calculated as the ratio  
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Republican control of the government (that is, control of both the presidency and Congress) compared to unified Democratic control distributed over all future time periods.  (See the discussion in the previous section for more details about the ECM estimation method.)   Estimates from the ECMs are displayed in Table 7.  The issues are sorted based on the p-values on the long-run multiplier estimates from the ECM.  Thus at the top of the table are the issues on which we are most confident there is a relative long-term spending increase under Republican control of the government (taxes, foreign affairs, and the military).  At the bottom of the table are the issues on which by contrast we are most confident that net long-run federal spending increases are associated with Democratic control (energy, jobs, and poverty).  A comparison of the four-decade averages of issue ownership shown in Table 1 with these estimates finds another strong relationship between issue ownership and this measure of partisan priorities.  In fact, by this criterion, issue ownership “misclassifies” only two issues—education and health care, which are owned by the Democrats, but on which spending increased more under Republican control of the government than under Democrats.  All told, the conclusion to be drawn from this test is straightforward: a party’s control of the government is accompanied by a net increase in federal spending on the issues it owns.   
Partisan Priorities and Issue Ownership 

By now, the evidence for the priorities hypothesis of issue ownership is overwhelmingly clear: a party owns an issue to the extent that its members—whether they be party activists, party voters, or party elected officials in government—believe that the consensus goal associated with the issue should be prioritized with government action and federal spending.  A precise summary of the strong relationship between party priorities and issue ownership is found in Table 8, in which all six measures of priorities are used in a series of bivariate regressions to predict long-run issue ownership.  For measures of priorities on which there are multiple annual indicators, a simple average of these is used as the predictor.  Each of these relationships is highly statistically significant, and the total percentage of variation in long-term ownership explained by these measures of party priorities is substantial, ranging from 35 to 86 percent.  In Figure 6, each of the six measures of party priorities is plotted against issue ownership.  Here it can be seen that the results are not being driven by particular issues and are generally robust to outliers.20  As in our                                                              20 One exception is the analysis of national spending priorities among party elites in Figure 6a, where the significant relationship found here is dependent on two issues considered outliers (crime and the military).  However, a glance at the other graphs suggests that had surveys of elites 
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evaluations of the policy and performance hypotheses, we can also consider the extent to which issues that are classified “correctly”—that is, where the party that priorities the issue more also owns the issue.  In the graphs, correctly classified issues are plotted with dark circles, those classified incorrectly are plotted with hollow circles.  Each of the six analyses classifies issues at rates much better than chance; the worst-performing analysis has a correct classification rate of 73 percent.  To be clear, party priorities do not perfectly explain issue ownership on every issue in every era.  A careful examination of Figure 6 reveals two issues—crime and trade—that are frequently (if narrowly) misclassified by the party priorities criterion, in that Democrats generally appear to care more and do more about these two issues yet they are owned by the Republican Party.     Taken separately, any of these plots would make a good case that issue ownership is being driven by partisan priorities.  Considered together—and in contrast to the tests of the performance hypothesis—they deliver overwhelming evidence that parties own issues because they prioritize them with their beliefs and actions.   Quite simply, parties own issues because they make them priorities. 
Discussion 

By developing a comprehensive inventory of trends in important national conditions, estimating how they change with the party in control of the presidency, and examining the relationship between estimated change and issue ownership, these analyses definitively reject the premise that parties own different sets of issues due to their relative performance on these issues.  Despite the fact that the environment is owned by the Democrats, air quality and greenhouse gas emissions improve no more under Democratic presidents than Republicans.  The Republicans own the issue of crime, but violent crimes and murders have actually decreased significantly more under Democrats.  Democrats own the issue of jobs, but the level of unemployment appears to be unaffected by party control of the presidency.  Americans think the Republicans are better able to handle trade issues, but exports actually grow more under Democrats.  Readers may not all agree that every one of these measures is an equally valid indicator of national conditions, and I duly refrain from interpreting these relationships as causal.  Nevertheless the degree to which issue ownership, party control of the presidency, and real change in objective metrics of national progress are unrelated is remarkable.   Rather, Americans beliefs that the parties are better able to handle some issues than others appears to derive solely from the fact that Democrats and Republicans make these issues priorities in their words and deeds.  When Americans say that Democrats are better able to handle health care, they are recognizing that Democrats—in their words and their deeds—prioritize this particular issue over others.  On television and the Internet, they see Democratic elites saying health care is a                                                                                                                                                                                                     included more spending priorities that appealed to Republicans, those issues would also have been plotted in the upper-right quadrant of the graph and thus crime and the military would have had much less influence on the calculation of the slope of the regression line.   
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problem and that federal funds should be channeled toward solving it.  They hear their Democratic co-workers and friends say the same things over the water cooler or at the coffee shop.  And when Democrats are in the White House and control Congress, Americans see major legislation enacted—and government dollars spent—on health care.  The same can be said for the Republican Party and its ownership of the interrelated issues of domestic security, foreign affairs, and the military.  There is no evidence that the party’s performance on these issues is any better than the Democrats’.  But for four decades, Republican Party activists and voters have consistently said these issues should take precedence over other concerns—and when the Republican Party rises to power in Washington, they usually do. Thus voters appear to rely on the parties’ sustained efforts to address national goals—instead than any immediate results—as noisy indicators of their actual performance on achieving these goals.  In order for this approach to hold the parties accountable in an accurate way, two conditions must hold.  First, it must be that on most issues, it is unlikely that change in national conditions occurs quickly enough for proper credit or blame to be assigned to the party that was responsible for the change when it held power.  This condition seems reasonable: in many issue domains, the real consequences of the parties’ policies—whether they be No Child Left Behind’s effect on student skills, the Clean Air Act’s effect on air quality, or the Affordable Care Act on the share of Americans without health insurance—may take years to unfold.  These legacies are so long in the making that they will go undetected in analyses that look merely for relationships between party control and national conditions.  In this sense, the relatively quick effect of Democratic and Republican fiscal policies on economic conditions identified by Hibbs and his intellectual descendants may be the exception rather than the rule.  However, while this explanation helps us understand why Americans assign issue ownership to parties even when they do not noticeably make national conditions better, it does not tell us why the public ignores obvious, rapid improvements.  During the period 1975 through 2010, three issues fell into this category: crime, the deficit, and trade—issues all owned by Republicans despite the fact that they improved significantly more under Democratic presidents.  If issue ownership were being driven solely by performance and Americans were updating their beliefs accordingly, these issues would currently stand on the Democratic side of the ledger.   A second condition must also hold in order for efforts to be good indicators of the parties’ relative performance on issues, and it is one in which we unfortunately have less reason to be confident: it must be that on average, the parties’ signature initiatives on their owned issues lead to actual improvements in national conditions on these issues.  This is of course an assumption that would be contested by many policy experts.  Has the PATRIOT Act deterred the terrorist threat?  Did Reagan’s 1984 crime bill reduce homicides?  Did welfare reform alleviate poverty?  Will the Affordable Care Act improve the nation’s health?  Given that it is rare that even the most scrupulously rigorous and non-partisan experts reach consensuses about questions like these; it is hard to surmise how ordinary Americans could do the same. It is also a way of thinking about the causes and effects of policymaking for which we would be surprised to find many adherents in the United States.  Our nation’s political culture is particularly skeptical of government’s ability to solve problems—a skepticism so eloquently captured by Ronald 
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Reagan’s declaration in his first inaugural address that “government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.”  But as has been shown overwhelmingly and decisively, this is exactly the approach that the American electorate appears to use when faced with the task of determining which party is better able to handle a particular issue.  Americans assign issue ownership to the party that cares more about the issue, makes more laws about the issue, and spends more federal dollars on the issue—in short, the party that is more committed to using government to solve problems on the issue.  In sum, when deciding which party is better able to handle a given issue, Americans appear to use the heuristic of equating effort with results.  It is of course possible that in the long term, the former does lead to the latter.  But relying on this proposition leaves our faith that democratic citizens can properly reward incumbents for improving the nation’s welfare on a range of important issues on awfully shaky ground.  



Table 1. Issue Ownership, 1970-2011 

Estimated net percentages of Americans saying that Republicans can do a better job  

Issue 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s average 

domestic security                          2.3 26.5*** 12.8*** 16.3*** 14.5* 
military                                           4.8 15.1*** 23.7*** 11.9*** 13.9* 
illegal immigration                         4.2* 16.9*** 4.5*** 8.5+ 
inflation                                          3.5 19.8*** 14.0*** -3.3 8.5* 
crime                                              7.6* 4.2 5.9*** 8.5*** 6.6* 
foreign affairs                                 7.1* 3.7* 16.8*** -3.7** 6.0* 
trade                                              1.2 -0.5 13.8*** 4.8 
taxes                                              1.8 4.4 7.6*** 1.8* 3.9+ 
deficit                                             3.0+ 4.7** -0.4 2.4+ 
economy                                          -5.4* 9.1*** 2.5* -3.2*** 0.8 
energy                                             1.5 0.2 -9.5*** -2.6 
education                                        -12.1** -10.2*** -12.5*** -6.9*** -10.4* 
jobs                                               -15.2*** -12.5*** -13.5*** -6.7*** -12.0** 
health care                                      -11.0** -7.3 -17.5*** -14.0*** -12.5* 
social security                                 -22.0*** -10.8*** -10.4*** -14.4+ 
environment                                   -7.8+ -17.1*** -20.6*** -25.8*** -17.8** 
poverty                                            -9.4 -36.0*** -15.2*** -11.7*** -18.1* 
adjusted R-squared:      

in full model .46 .48 .52 .58  
in model without issue 

indicator terms .32 .05 .08 .14  
N:      

all cases 190 873 1,491 3,547 6,101 
cases with issues of interest 136 669 1,176 3,003 4,984  

Notes: Estimates are derived from the coefficients on issue indicator terms in Equation A1. Estimates significantly different from zero at +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed tests, robust standard errors). Models incorporate all controls included in the equation.  See the Appendix for a full description of data and estimation strategy. 
 

  



 Table 2.  Perceptions of National Conditions and Actual Conditions 

a. Crime, 1989-2010 (selected years) 

Sources: Gallup News Service 2010; Federal Bureau of Investigation 2011. 

% of Americans believing that 
compared to a year ago, crime is... 

Actual change in 
violent crime rate 

from previous year 
(incidents per 

100,000 population) 

Are 
perceptions

correct? 

Year of survey …increasing …decreasing  

1989 84 5 26.3 x
1992 89 3 -0.5
1996 71 15 -47.9
2000 47 41 -16.5
2004 53 28 -12.6
2008 67 15 -13.2
2010 66 17 -28.3 Question wording: “Is there more crime in the U.S. than there was a year ago, or less?”   

b. The Economy, 1992-2010 (selected years) 

Sources: New York Times/CBS News Poll 2012; Bureau of Economic Analysis 2011. 

Mean annual % of Americans 
believing that economy is getting... 

Actual change  
in GDP growth  

from previous year  
(percentage points) 

Are 
perceptions

correct? 

Year …better …worse  

1992 14.2 34.3 3.6
1994 24.0 23.2 1.2 x
1996 17.9 24.8 1.2
1998 25.0 20.0 -0.1
2000 30.0 15.0 -0.7
2002 19.7 31.7 0.7
2004 27.8 28.0 1.0
2006 16.0 39.1 -0.4 x
2008 4.6 66.6 -2.2 x
2010 27.4 25.8 6.5 x Question wording: “Do you think the economy is getting better, getting worse, or staying about the same?” 



Table 3. Issues, Goals and Measures of National Conditions Except where noted, data are available from 1975 through 2010.  
Issue 
 

Goal Measure (source) 

The economy 
 
Economy 

 
 
Increase overall 
economic activity 
 

 
 
Percent change in GDP  
(Bureau of Economic Analysis 2011) 
 

Inflation Reduce inflation rate Change in Consumer Price Index (CPI-U)  
(Bureau of Labor Statistics 2011a) 
 

Jobs 
 

Reduce unemployment Unemployment rate  
(Bureau of Labor Statistics 2011b) 
 

Government 
finances 
 
Deficit 

 
 
 
Reduce deficits, run 
surpluses 
 

 
 
 
Surpluses or deficits as percent of GDP  
(White House Office of Management and Budget 2012) 
 

Taxes Reduce taxes paid by 
typical American 

Average Federal Tax Rate for Family of Four with Median 
Income (Tax Policy Center 2011) 
 

Social welfare 
 
Education 

 
 
Increase students’ skills 

 
 
Percent of 13-year-olds “able to search for specific 
information, interrelate ideas, and make generalizations 
about literature, science, and social studies materials” on 
the NAEP long-term trend assessment test  
(U.S. Department of Education 2010a).  Data available 
through 2008. 
 

 
 
 
 
Health care 

Increase proportion of 
Americans with college 
degree 
 
Reduce proportion of 
Americans without 
health insurance 
 

Percentage of persons age 25 and over with college degree  
(U.S. Department of Education 2010b) 
 
 
Percent of Americans not covered by private or government 
health insurance  
(Cohen et al 2009; DeNavas-Walt, Proctor and Smith 2011) 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 



Issue 
 

Goal Measure (source) 

Social welfare 
(continued) 
 
Health care 

 
 
 
Improve Americans’ 
health 

 
 
 
Percent of Americans reporting their health as “excellent” or 
“good,” adjusted for age  
(General Social Survey 2010) 
  

Poverty Reduce poverty Poverty rate  
(DeNavas-Walt, Proctor and Smith 2011) 
 

Public order 
 
Crime 

 
 
Reduce murder 

 
 
Murders per 100,000 population  
(Federal Bureau of Investigation 2011) 
 

 Reduce violent crime Violent crimes per 1,000 population  
(Federal Bureau of Investigation 2011) 
 

Illegal 
immigration 

Reduce unauthorized 
immigration to the U.S. 

Millions of unauthorized immigrants living in the U.S. 
 (Kandel 2011; U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, 
n.d.; Pew Hispanic Center 2011)  Data available beginning 
1986. 
 

Environment 
and energy 
 
Environment 

 
 
 
Reduce air pollution 
 

 
 
 
Carbon monoxide emissions (thousand short tons)  
(U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 2011a). Data 
available through 2009. 
 

 Reduce emissions linked 
with global warming 
 

U.S. greenhouse gas emissions and sinks (Tg CO2 Eq.)  
(U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 2011b). Data 
available 1990-2008. 
 

Energy Lower energy costs Energy prices (dollars per million BTU), all sources  
(U.S. Energy Information Administration 2011). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Issue 
 

Goal Measure (source) 

Foreign affairs 
and trade 
 

  

Foreign affairs Increase worldwide 
support for U.S. foreign 
policy goals 
 

Affinity scores between U.S. and other U.N. member states 
in General Assembly votes  
(Gartzke 2010).  Data available through 2008. 
 

Trade Increase exports of goods 
and services 

Total U.S. exports of goods (balance of payment basis) and 
services 
(U.S. Census Bureau Foreign Trade Division 2012). 
 

   



Table 4.  Relationships among Trends in National Conditions, 1975-2008 

Indicators 
Factor loadings 

1 2 3 4 
murder .775 .316 -.144 .333 
violent crime .753 .184 -.324 .409 
poverty .620 -.596 .130 .002 
GDP -.620 -.148 -.322 .036 
surplus/deficit -.287 .762 -.162 -.143 
inflation .298 .741 .339 .073 
unemployment .541 -.740 .200 -.076 
exports .427 .559 .148 -.130 
college attainment -.246 .030 .704 .358 
uninsured .097 -.403 -.313 .050 
taxes .053 .172 -.391 .368 
reading scores .383 .163 -.099 -.374 
carbon monoxide emissions -.205 -.147 .147 .518 
energy prices .402 .080 .304 -.324 
self-reported wellbeing -.417 .071 .222 .192 
support for U.S. at U.N. -.093 .051 -.208 -.136  This table reports results of an exploratory factor analysis of annual changes in national conditions.  Only first four factors shown; eigenvalues for these factors were 3.2, 2.8, 1.4 and 1.2 respectively.  No other factor had an eigenvalue greater than one.  Factors of absolute value greater than .6 shown in bold. Sources for data: See Table 3.  Factor analysis does not include indicators for greenhouse gas emissions or unauthorized immigration due to lack of data availability for entire time period. 



Table 5.  Control of the Presidency and Change in National Conditions, 1975-2010 
Indicator 

change under Republican presidents –
change under Democratic presidents 

Annual change 
(difference in means) 

Long-run change (multiplier estimated 
with error correction models) 

 estimate se p-value estimate se p-value 

Im
pr

ov
ed

 m
or

e 
  

un
de

r G
.O

.P
. Taxes (Effective rate paid by median household) -.08 (.24) .74 -.82 (.22) <.01 

Inflation (% change in CPI) -1.08 (.59) .08 -1.80 (.96) .06 

Carbon monoxide emissions (thousand short tons) -570.00 (1036.42) .59 -25000.00 (29312.58) .40 

Im
pr

ov
ed

 m
or

e 
un

de
r  

De
m

oc
ra

ts
 

GDP (% change) -.16 (.91) .86 -.14 (.59) .81 

Energy prices (dollars per million BTU) -.21 (.44) .63 .43 (1.41) .76 

Unemployment (%) .34 (.38) .38 .40 (.63) .52 

Self-reported health status (% “excellent”/ “good”) .10 (.48) .83 -.89 (1.10) .42 

College attainment (% of 25-year-olds with degree) -.11 (.08) .16 -3.98 (4.80) .41 

Greenhouse gas emissions (Tg CO2 Eq.) -112.33 (64.41) .10 36.02 (41.60) .39 

Poverty (% below poverty line) .19 (.21) .37 1.16 (1.11) .30 

Uninsured (%) .31 (.23) .18 1.03 (.70) .14 

Reading scores (% of 13-year-olds w/ basic skills) .17 (.19) .39 -.57 (.33) .08 

Violent crimes (per 100,000 population) .16 (.10) .12 .71 (.35) .04 

Murders (per 100,000 population) .16 (.15) .32 .83 (.35) .02 

Unauthorized immigrants living in U.S. (millions) -.18 (.19) .37 .49 (.19) .01 

Exports of goods and services (as % of GDP) -.21 (.23) .34 -.87 (.34) .01 

Budget surplus or deficit (as % of GDP) -1.14 (.55) .05 -4.96 (1.73) <.01 

Support for U.S. at U.N. (-1 to 1 scale) .05 (.03) .17 -.58 (.18) <.01 

   



Table 6.  Control of Government and Enactment of Important Laws, 1971-2008 
Mean number of laws enacted per 

Congressional session 
by partisan control of government 

Mean difference in number of laws 
under unified Republican control 
compared to unified Democratic 

control 

Issue 
unified 

Republican 
control 

divided 
control 

unified 
Democratic 

control 
Actual 

Estimate 
accounting for 

differential effects 
of control of 

Congress, 
presidency 

domestic security 1.33 .79 .00 1.33 1.97+ 

military 1.00 .93 .33 .67 .65 

foreign affairs  1.33 1.07 .67 .66 .55 

immigration .33 .21 .00 .33 .35 

economy 1.00 1.07 1.00 .00 .24 

jobs .00 .43 .00 .00 .14 

taxes  1.00 1.21 1.67 -.67 -.16 

deficit .00 .43 .33 -.33 -.19 

Social Security .00 .29 .33 -.33 -.26 

trade  .67 .36 1.00 -.33 -.28 

crime .00 .36 .67 -.67 -.35 

energy .67 .50 1.00 -.33 -.49 

health care .33 .86 .67 -.34 -.59 

poverty  .33 1.50 1.00 -.67 -1.04 

education .00 .64 1.33 -1.33 -1.26+ 

environment .67 1.14 2.33 -1.66 -2.05**    



Notes to Table 6: Estimates in final column of table are average predictive differences estimated from a Poisson model.  See text and this book’s online appendix for additional details.  Estimates significantly different from zero at +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed tests, robust standard errors clustered on Congressional session).   



Table 7.  Control of Government and Federal Spending, 1982-2010 
 
 

          Issue 
 

Difference in long-run change in spending, 
unified Republican control – 
unified Democratic control  

(estimated with error correction models) 

estimate se p-value 

sp
en

di
ng

 in
cr

ea
se

d 
m

or
e 

un
de

r R
ep

ub
lic

an
s 

taxes 12.31 (3.47) <.01 

foreign affairs .25 (.08) <.01 

military 5.94 (2.81) .03 

domestic security .58 (.30) .05 

education .25 (.30) .41 

crime .04 (.08) .60 

health care .16 (.57) .78 

sp
en

di
ng

 in
cr

ea
se

d 
m

or
e 

un
de

r D
em

oc
ra

ts
 

social security -.47 (.70) .50 

environment -.04 (.03) .24 

poverty -6.91 (3.93) .08 

jobs -.04 (.02) .04 

energy -.18 (.08) .03  *For the purposes of comparison with other issues in this table, decreases in taxes are considered “increases in spending” on taxes. 
  



Table 8.  Partisan Priorities and Issue Ownership 
OLS estimates. 

 

Party Elites Party Voters Party in Government

Priorities of Party Elites                                          
     Most Important Problem .99**

     (average % naming problem among  (.24)
     convention delegates, 1972-1984)    

     National Spending Priorities                 .16***

     (net average % support for spending among                  (.02)
     convention delegates and party activists, 1984-2008)  

Priorities of Party Voters 
      Top Priorities for President and Congress                     .64***

      (average % naming issue as priority among        (.08)
      party identifiers in electorate, 1994-2011)                     

      National Spending Priorities .93*** 
      (net average % support for spending among     (.10) 
      party identifiers in electorate, 1972-2008)                     

Priorities of Parties in Government 
     Important Laws  9.39***

     (difference in number of laws enacted per session       (1.29)
     per issue under party control, 1970-2008) 

     Federal Spending              10.96**
     (p-value of difference in long-run spending  (2.71)
     associated with party control, 1982-2010) 

Intercept                                         -2.46 -1.73 1.43 4.40* -.02 -15.47**
                                                   (2.61) (2.25) (1.57) (1.47) (1.86) (3.73)
R-squared                                                 .35 .78 .80 .86 .59 .58
SEE                                              9.7 5.9 5.2 4.6 7.3 8.2
number of issues correctly classified 12 7 11 8 12 10
number of issues in analysis                                             14 8 15 9 16 12

   OLS estimates significantly different from zero at +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001  (two-tailed tests, robust standard errors).  
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Figure 1. Americans’ Perceptions of the Nation’s Most Important Problem,  
1975-2012 

 
Source for data: Gallup Poll, 

coded and distributed by the Policy Agendas Project (Baumgartner and Jones 2013). 
 

 
Notes: Issues coded by the Policy Agendas Project as “economic” or “commerce” are categorized in the figure as “economics;” those coded as “defense” or “international affairs” are categorized as “defense/security.”  The “all other problems” series consists of all other issues named. 
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Figure 2. Trends in National Conditions, 1975-2010 
Sources for data: See Table 3. 
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c. Social Welfare 

 

d. Public Order *Two estimates of unauthorized immigration trends are shown. 
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Figure 3. Change in National Conditions, Party Control, and Issue Ownership 
Correct classifications: dark circles; incorrect classifications: hollow circles  
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Figure 4. The Priorities of Partisan Elites 
Sources: see text. 

 
a. Most Important Problems Named by Convention Delegates 

percentage difference in those naming issue as problem  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

b. Federal Spending Priorities among Convention Delegates and Party Activists 
percentage difference in net support for spending increase 
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Figure 5. The Priorities of Party Voters  
 
 

a. Voters’ Priorities for the President and Congress, 1994-2011 
percentage difference in those naming goal as a top priority 

Source: Pew Research Center. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b. Voters’ National Spending Priorities, 1972-2010  
percentage difference in net support for spending increase 

Source: General Social Survey cumulative file. 
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Figure 6. Partisan Priorities and Issue Ownership  
 

a. Priorities of Party Elites and Issue Ownership 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b. Priorities of Party Voters and Issue Ownership 
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Figure 6. Partisan Priorities and Issue Ownership (continued) 
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Appendix 

1. Estimating Issue Ownership Over Time 

The estimates of issue ownership analyzed here are drawn from a dataset consisting of every ownership question posed to representative national samples of Americans since 1970.  The questions come from the Roper Center Public Opinion Archives, a truly magisterial online database of opinion surveys housed at the University of Connecticut.  To be included in my issue ownership dataset, survey questions had to meet two criteria.  First, the phrases or words “better job,” “handle,” “dealing with,” or “which political party” had to appear in the text of the survey question.  The survey questions that met this criterion were then examined to ensure that they were true measures of issue ownership in that they asked generically about associations between issues and parties.  Second, the question had to be put to a representative sample of American adults or registered voters.  “Likely voter” samples and exit polls were thus ruled out.  Polls that asked respondents to name the nation’s most important problem and then asked respondents to rate which party would be best at handling that problem (and thus did not obtain representative samples of the population regarding each issue) were ruled out as well.  This process identified a total of 6,101 survey questions appearing on national surveys fielded from January 1970 through July 2011.   
Coding of issues   

Survey questions were coded by issue automatically with a text-matching algorithm that searched for key search terms in the survey questions.1  For example, any question that included the terms “environment” or “pollution” was categorized as pertaining to the issue of the environment; questions with the terms “cost of living,” “food prices,” “high prices,” “interest rates,” or “prices down” were categorized as having to do with the issue of inflation.  Where appropriate, questions were coded for multiple issues.  A first pass of the questions identified no fewer than 112 different issue categories—including which party could best handle controversies ranging from abortion to welfare, military conflicts from Central America to Vietnam, and looking out for the needs of groups from the young to the elderly.   To facilitate analysis, similar issues were grouped together.  Generally, this process was straightforward.  The most notable set of judgment calls had to do with distinguishing among the three issues of the military, foreign affairs, and domestic security.  Questions pertaining specifically to military conflicts and the nation’s preparation for them were grouped together as “military.”  Questions having to do clearly with diplomacy—such as those about arms treaties and “keeping us out of war”—were classified as “foreign affairs.”  Finally, questions having to do with homeland                                                              1 The full list of search terms and issues are available upon request.   



security, terrorism, and border control were classified as “domestic security.”  In some cases, surveys asked about “dealing with [country X].”  Where the U.S.’s relationship with the country involved an armed conflict or the threat of one, these questions were categorized as both “military” and “foreign affairs,” as our relationships involved both military and diplomatic action.  (These countries included Afghanistan, Korea, Kosovo, Iran, and Iraq.)  Where America’s relationship with the country did not involve an armed conflict (such as those pertaining to our relationship with Japan, or the economic boycott against South Africa), these questions were categorized only as “foreign affairs.” 

Selection of issues for analysis 

In keeping with this book’s focus on consensus issues, three broad categories of questions were excluded from the analysis.2  The first had to do with the extent to which respondents ascribed various characteristics to parties or candidates, including their ethicalness, their ability to manage the government, and whether they “care about people like you.”  A second set of questions put aside had to do with the parties’ abilities to look out for the interests of discrete constituency groups such as farmers, small business, seniors, or minorities.  The third category of excluded questions consisted of issues around which no national consensus exists and thus Americans could be expected to disagree about what counts as good or bad “performance” on these issues.  These were generally social issues, such as gay rights, abortion, gun control, and moral values, as well as items about economic inequality, questions about the courts and the judiciary, and questions about the federal budget or federal spending (unless they mentioned the goal of reducing the federal deficit).  Finally, any issue that did not appear on at least 25 questions in the dataset since 1970 was considered a relatively insignificant aspect of the national agenda and was thus excluded from analysis.   Application of all of these criteria yielded a universe of 17 consensus issues to be analyzed.  They are listed in Table A1.  Thanks to the sheer volume of the survey data available in the Roper Archive, this list is remarkably comprehensive and generally reflects the range of consensus issues identified in the previous chapter.  As shown in the right-hand column of Table A1, many of the issues are represented in the dataset by literally hundreds of questions, allowing for the generation of highly precise estimates.  Thus assembled, the issue ownership dataset provides an unprecedented opportunity to assess the relative reputations of the parties on consensus issues and the extent to which ownership has persisted or changed over time.   
Estimation strategy 

Unlike previous research that has examined the trajectory of issue ownership, my focus is on the parties’ relative strength on the range of issues.  Thus the question of interest here is not simply whether pluralities of Americans rate one party or another as better able to handle particular                                                              2 As explained below, all questions excluded from analysis nevertheless remained in dataset in order to yield more precise estimates of the quantities of interest. 



issues, which has guided the approach of many previous estimates (e.g. Petrocik 1996, Sides 2006, Pope and Woon 2009).  In order to investigate if issue ownership changes over time and its association with election results net of other influences, it is necessary to control for any contemporaneous factors that affect the public’s assessment of parties and candidates.   To do so, I adopt a straightforward estimation strategy using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) that treats the aggregate responses to the issue-ownership questions in the dataset as a time series (Erikson and Wlezien 1999).  The unit of analysis is the survey question, and the dependent variable is the share of Americans naming the Republican Party as a percentage of all respondents saying one of the two parties is better able to handle the issue than the other.  Indicator variables are included in the regression for each of the 17 issues, and the model is estimated without an intercept term.  Therefore by construction the coefficients on the issue indicator variables are estimates of the Republican Party’s issue-ownership advantage (or disadvantage) on these 17 issues.   The specification includes a comprehensive set of controls chosen to account as much as possible for factors that may be correlated with issue ownership and thus could bias the estimates.  As has been shown by previous work, issue ownership responses are highly correlated with aspects of the contemporaneous political environment, such as the public’s ideological mood and national sentiment toward the two parties (Pope and Woon 2009).  Because we are interested in how issue ownership fluctuates net of these kinds of forces, indicator variables are included in the regression for each year to capture temporal changes in the parties’ relative standing.3  Unlike previous work, the present dataset vastly expands the amount of data available by incorporating issue ownership questions about the parties’ leaders, including those items asking Americans to rate the parties’ presidential nominees and those in which respondents compare the incumbent president to members of the opposing party in Congress.  In order to control for any approval or favorability that is leader specific, indicators are also included in the regression for these types of questions and then interacted with the year indicator variables.4   An indicator variable is also included if the question included a third-party presidential candidate (such as John Anderson or Ralph Nader); this too is interacted with the year indicator variable.  Finally, to correct for any systematic bias toward Democrats or Republicans that may be associated with different polling firms, indicator variables are included for each firm in the dataset.  While incorporating so many controls in the specification achieves the goal of reducing bias, this move also increases multicollinearity among the regressors and results in the loss of degrees of freedom.  In a small dataset, this set of controls could thus severely reduce the statistical power of significance tests.  This is why the issue ownership questions pertaining to issues not included in 
                                                             3 An alternate estimation strategy that controlled directly for macropartisanship and mood returned very similar results to those displayed here. 
4 Because there is only one incumbent—and the parties can only have one nominee—at any given time, interacting these indicators with the year indicators has the same effect as including indicators for the incumbents and nominees themselves. 



the analysis are kept in the dataset.  By providing additional pieces of data used to estimate the controls, these questions allow for more efficient estimates of the quantities of interest.   Formally, the specification modeling responses to a survey question coded for the 17 consensus issues i asked in year j by polling firm p is   
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where issuei, yearj, and firmp are indicator variables for each of the issues, years, and polling firms in the dataset, and nominee, pres_cong, and thirdparty are indicator variables for whether the questions pertain to presidential nominees, the president vis-à-vis Congress, and if a third-party candidate is included in the question.  The estimates of interest are thus 1β̂ through 17β̂ , which are the advantages (in percentage points) assigned to the Republican Party by Americans on the 17 different consensus issues under analysis, net of any contemporaneous general sentiment toward the parties or their leaders.  Negative values of the estimates correspond to a Democratic advantage.  These estimates are displayed in Table 1 in the text.   
  



Table A1.  Issues in Issue Ownership Dataset 

Issue included topics 

Number of 
survey 

questions 
since 1970 

crime drugs, violence 212 
deficit  246 
domestic security terrorism, border security 380 
economy prosperity, stock market, productivity 862 
education  300 
energy foreign oil, gas prices 138 
environment global warming 173 
foreign affairs alliances, disarmament 857 
health care Medicare, Medicaid, prescription drugs 639 
illegal immigration border security 107 
inflation high prices 86 
jobs unemployment, wages 253 
military  587 
poverty welfare, homelessness 116 
social security  233 
taxes Internal Revenue Service 380 
trade  37 



2. Control of the Presidency and Change in National Conditions, 1975-2010 

Full models generating estimates of long-run change in Table 5.  
INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 

 
p-value 

of 
Ljung -

Box 
test 

DEPENDENT VARIABLE 
(annual change) 
 

lags of Democratic presidency lags of levels of DV 

N     1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 year year2 intercept 

Reading scores .23 .03 .26 -.71** -5.01 .00 4993.66 34 .89 

Self-reported wellbeing .49 -.45 -.75 1.11+ -.77*** -.14 .10 .37* 48.84* -.01* -48612.66* 35 .51 

CO2 emissions -478.69 235.38 2729.53* -.47+ .44 -.07 -13719.61 3.32 14183367.05 37 .79 

Energy prices -.11 -.25 -16.91* .00* 16754.86* 35 .99 

Exports .92** .35 -.35 -.18 -.50+ -.01 .06 -.41+ -2.68 .00 2570.07 36 .34 

Change in GDP 2.65* -2.50+ -.73*** -.34+ 25.34+ -.01+ -25192.75+ 36 .95 

Greenhouse gas emissions -31.80 -.88*** 24184.50** -6.04** -2.42e+07** 20 .87 

Inflation .99+ .14 -.31+ -.32* -21.03 .01 21062.20 36 .78 

Murder rate .12 .02 -.14 -.38* -.01 -.25 -.09 -.10 10.48** -.00** -10376.32** 36 .32 

College attainment -.01 .21+ .06 .13 -.29* -.18 -.15 .53* -5.55** .00** 5494.58** 36 .81 

Poverty -.34 .33 .43* -.65*** .55** -.84*** .19 -.10 .12 -.00 -118.19 36 .88 

Surplus/deficit 1.36*** -.27*** 23.63+ -.01+ -23528.25+ 36 .61 

Tax rate paid by median family .62* -.75*** 17.72* -.00* -17500.53* 36 .68 

Unauthorized immigration -.09 -.36 -.31 -.17 -.37 -.58 -.37 -.58* 75.99** -.02** -75986.79** 20 .50 

Unemployment rate -.86+ .69 .02 -.43+ -13.19+ .00+ 13161.93+ 36 .99 

Uninsured -.35 -.34* 7.60 -.00 -7613.39 36 .81 

Support for U.S. at U.N. .01 -.21*** .10+ -.18** -.07 .02 .18 .35 3.59* -.00* -3587.90* 34 .56 

Violent crime .07 .06 -.17+ -.20* .06 -.17 -.28 .03 12.90** -.00** -12837.43** 36 .19  Estimates significantly different from zero at +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed tests, robust standard errors). Lag length (out of a maximum of four possible lags) chosen by AIC. 



3. Coding of Important Laws by Issue 
List compiled by David Mayhew of important laws enacted 1971-2008,  

with coding for consensus issues  Where a law did not address a consensus issue analyzed in this book, no code is indicated for that law.  These laws comprise the omitted category in the Poisson regression used to estimate legislative productivity. 
Congress code1 code2 code3 Mayhew description of law

92 socsec   Social Security increase.  10% hike.  1971.  
92 tax econ  Tax reduction.  To spur the economy.  Included $1 checkoff for campaign 

finance.  1971.  
92 health   National Cancer Act of 1971.  $1.6 billion.  
92 jobs   Emergency Employment Act of 1971.  $2.25 billion for public-service jobs.  First 

such plan since the New Deal.  
92    18-year-old voting age as constitutional amendment.  Soon ratified by the 

states.  1971.  
92    Federal Election Campaign Act of 1972.  Ceilings on radio and TV spending for 

ads; rigorous disclosure rules.  
92 env   Water pollution control act.  Uniquely comprehensive and expensive.  New 

standards; $24 billion to build sewage treatment plants, etc.  Over Nixon’s 
veto.  1972.  

92    State and Local Fiscal Assistance Act of 1972.  Nixon’s general revenue sharing 
plan.  $30 billion for 5 years.  

92 socsec   Social Security increase.  Major 20% hike, plus automatic tie of future hikes to 
cost-of-living index.  1972.  

92    Equal rights amendment to the constitution (ERA).  Against gender 
discrimination.  1972.  Not ratified by states.  

92 env   Pesticide Control Act of 1972.  Comprehensive program. 
92 mil foraff  ABM treaty ratified.  Limit on U.S. and Soviet anti-ballistic missile systems.  

1972. 
92 health   Consumer Product Safety Act of 1972.  New commission to set and enforce 

safety standards for consumer products.  
92    Equal Employment Opportunity Act of 1972.  Added enforcement powers to 

1964 Civil Rights Act, extended coverage to state and local governments.  
92 pov   Supplementary Security Income (SSI) program approved.  New income floor for 

the aged, blind, disabled.  1972. 
92 educ pov  Higher Education Act of 1972.  $25 billion package; new Pell grants as aid floor 

for lower-income students.  
93 def   WAR POWERS ACT OF 1973.  Limited president’s authority to commit U.S. 

troops in combat.  Enacted over Nixon’s veto.  
93    Federal Aid Highway Act of 1973.  Opened up Highway Trust Fund to mass-

transit projects.  
93    Agriculture and Consumer Protection Act of 1973.  Shift to “target price” 

formula to subsidize commodity growers.  
93 jobs educ  Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA) of 1973.  Reorganized 

manpower programs via Nixonian block grants.  Continued public-service 
employment as CETA jobs.  



Congress code1 code2 code3 Mayhew description of law
93 socsec   Social Security increase.  Two-step 11% hike.  1973. 
93    District of Columbia Home Rule.  Mayor and council.  1973. 
93 energy   Trans-Alaskan pipeline authorized.  1973. 
93 foraff   Foreign Assistance Act of 1973.  Major shift in direction.  Aid to go to poorest 

populations in poorest countries.  
93    Regional Rail Reorganization Act of 1973.  Bankrupt northeastern-quadrant 

railroads consolidated into Conrail.  
93 health   Aid for development of Health Maintenance Organizations (HMOs).  Also 

defined their form and activities.  1973.  
93 energy   Emergency Petroleum Allocation Act of 1973.  Called for a mandatory 

allocation program for oil and oil products.  
93 trade foraff  Trade Act of 1974.  Major rewrite.  For 5 years.  Free Jewish immigration to be 

a bargaining point with USSR.  
93    Employment Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) of 1974.  Landmark 

guarantee of pension rights in private systems.  
93    Federal Election Campaign Act of 1974.  The basic law:  limits on contributions 

and spending, full disclosure, public funding of presidential elections, the FEC.  
93 pov   Minimum wage increase.  To $2.30 in 3 stages, plus coverage of 7 million new 

workers.  1974.  
93    Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act of 1974.  New 

congressional budget system, curbs on impoundment.  
93    Freedom of Information Act Amendments of 1974.  Beefed up earlier act to 

insure public access to government records—e.g., FBI files.  Enacted over 
Ford’s veto.  

93 energy   Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) and Energy Research & Development 
Administration (ERDA) created.  AEC killed.  1974.  

93    Magnuson-Moss product warranty act.  Gave FTC power to set industry-wide 
rules vs. unfair business practices.  1974.  

93 health   National Health Planning and Resources Development Act of 1974.  New 
national network of local planning agencies.  

93    National Mass Transportation Assistance Act of 1974.  $11 billion.  Funds for 
operating costs, for first time.  

93 pov   Housing and Community Development Act of 1974.  Switch to block grants, 
direct rent subsidies.  

94 energy env  Energy Policy and Conservation Act of 1975.  Oil price control now, but phased 
decontrol later.  

94    Voting Rights Act extension.  For 7 years; language minorities added to 
coverage.  1975.  

94    New York City bailout.  $2.3 billion in federal loans to stave off default.  1975. 
94 econ   Repeal of fair-trade laws.  That is, 40-year-old state laws allowing 

manufacturer-dealer price fixing.  1975.  
94 tax econ  Tax Reduction Act of 1975.  Anti-recession move.  Repealed the oil depletion 

allowance (for large firms).  
94    Securities Act Amendments of 1975.  Broad reform of securities regulation; 

some deregulation.  
94 pov jobs  Unemployment compensation overhaul.  Revised finances; coverage for 8.5 

million new workers.  1976.  
94    Copyright law revision.  Major rewrite, to cover photocopying, cable-TV 

royalties, etc.  1976.  
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94 env health  Toxic substances control act.  Required chemical firms to test risky products.  

Banned PCBs.  1976.  
94 tax   Tax Reform Act of 1976.  Concerted rewrite of schedule. 
94    Railroad Vitalization and Regulatory Reform Act of 1976.  New subsidies and a 

move toward deregulation.  
94 env   National Forest Management Act of 1976 (NFMA).  Commitment to strenuous 

planning.  Rules about clear-cutting.  
94 env   Federal Land Policy and Management Act (FLPMA) of 1976.  Gave Bureau of 

Land Management permanent authority to manage public lands.  A cause of 
Sagebrush Rebellion.  

94 env health  Resource Conservation and Recovery Act of 1976.  Cradle-to-grave EPA 
regulation of hazardous wastes.  

95 socsec tax  Social Security tax increase.  To raise additional $227 billion over 10 years.  
1977. 

95 tax econ  Tax cut.  3-year stimulus package.  1977.  
95 pov   Minimum wage hike.  To $3.35 in 4 stages.  1977.  
95 env   Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act of 1977.  New standards for strip 

mining. 
95 pov   Food and Agriculture Act of 1977.  Higher commodity subsidies; revised and 

expanded food stamp program.  
95 env   Clean Water Act of 1977.  Standards relaxed.  $24.5 billion more for sewage 

treatment construction.  
95 env   Clean Air Act Amendments of 1977.  Standards relaxed. 
95 tax   Tax revision.  Cut corporate, capital-gains taxes.  1978.  
95 energy env  Comprehensive energy package.  Conservation provisions; phased decontrol of 

natural gas prices.  A shadow of Carter’s April 1977 omnibus plan.  1978.  
95 mil foraff  Panama Canal treaties ratified.  U.S. control to end.  1978. 
95 gov   Civil Service Reform Act of 1978.  Extensive revamping.  Carter plan to inject 

merit into pay system.  
95    Airline deregulation.  Decontrol of routes, fares.  1978.  
96 econ   Chrysler Corporation bailout.  $3.5 billion aid package to ward off bankruptcy.  

1979.  
96 foraff trade  Foreign trade act extension.  Approved Tokyo Round non-tariff barrier 

reductions.  1979.  
96 educ   Department of Education established.  1979.  
96 econ   Depository Institutions and Monetary Control Act of 1980.  Banking 

deregulation.  Removed most distinctions between commercial banks and 
savings-and-loans units.  

96    Trucking deregulation.  Greater pricing freedom, end of some antitrust 
immunities.  1980.  

96    Staggers Rail Act of 1980.  More deregulation.  
96 tax energy  Windfall profits tax on oil.  Carter’s plan; to bring in $227 billion over a decade.  

1980. 
96 energy   Synthetic fuels program.  Carter’s $88 billion plan to spur development of a 

private industry.  1980.  
96 env   Alaska lands preservation.  Curbed future development of over 100 million 

acres of federal holdings.  1980.  
96 env health  Toxic wastes Superfund.  $1.6 billion fund, largely from levies on industry, to 

clean up chemical dumps.  1980.  
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97 tax econ  ECONOMIC RECOVERY TAX ACT OF 1981.  Reagan’s plan.  Largest tax cut in U.S. 

history; $749 billion over 5 years.  Individual income tax cuts of 5%, 10%, and 
10% percent over three years; indexing of tax brackets to offset inflation; cuts 
in corporate taxes.  

97 pov health  OMNIBUS BUDGET RECONCILIATION ACT OF 1981 (OBRA; GRAMM-LATTA II).  
Stockman plan to slash domestic spending, permanently, by revising 
authorization blueprints.  Cuts for fiscal 1982 to total $35.2 billion.  To affect 
disability benefits, Medicare, Medicaid, AFDC payments, subsidized housing, 
health programs, food stamps, unemployment insurance, CETA jobs, student 
loans, medical education, sewer grants, postal subsidies, trade adjustment 
assistance, small business loans, mass transit systems, highway funds, Conrail, 
Amtrak, and more.  

97    Agriculture and Food Act of 1982.  4-year subsidy plan.  
97 tax   Transportation Assistance Act of 1982.  $71 billion for highway construction, 

road repairs, mass transit.  Raised the gasoline tax.  
97 tax pov  Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982.  3-year deficit-reducing plan to 

raise taxes by $98.3 billion, cut welfare and entitlements spending by $17.5 
billion.  

97    Voting Rights Act extension.  For 25 years.  1982.  
97 energy   Nuclear waste repository act.  Underground dumps.  1982. 
97 econ   Garn-St. Germain Depository Institutions Act of 1982.  Part deregulation, part 

support of savings and loans.  
97 educ jobs  Job Training Partnership Act of 1982.  Dan Quayle’s bill. 
98    Martin Luther King’s birthday declared a legal holiday.  1983. 
98 socsec tax  Social Security Act Amendments of 1983.  $170 billion bipartisan package of tax 

increases and benefit cuts to stave off system insolvency.  
98 jobs econ  Anti-recession jobs measure.  $4.6 billion.  1983.  
98 crime   Anti-crime package.  Criminal code revision addressing insanity defense, 

sentencing procedures, pretrial detention, computer tampering, credit card 
fraud, etc.  1984.  

98 deficit tax  Deficit reduction measure.  Spending cuts of $13 billion, new taxes worth $50 
billion, through fiscal 1987.  1984.  

98 trade   Trade and Tariff Act of 1984.  Extension of authority.  
98    Cable Communications Policy Act of 1984.  Rearrangement of cable-TV 

regulation.  
99 deficit   Gramm-Rudman-Hollings anti-deficit act.  Move to balance the budtet by 1990 

through automatic spending cuts.  1985.  
99    Food Security Act of 1985.  Record commodity subsidies--$52 billion over 3 

years.  
99 tax   TAX REFORM ACT OF 1986.  Sweeping revision.  14 tax brackets collapsed into 

2; many breaks eliminated; rates sharply cut; shift from individual to corporate 
taxes.  

99 imm crime  Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 (IRCA).  Hiring of illegal aliens
outlawed.  Amnesty offered to illegals in U.S. since 1982.  

99 foraff   South Africa sanctions.  Banned all new U.S. investment there, some key 
imports.  Over Reagan’s veto.  1986.  

99 crime   Anti-narcotics measure.  $1.7 billion for enforcement, education, treatment.  
Stiffer penalties.  1986.  
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99 env tax  Cleanup of toxic waste dumps.  Major expansion of Superfund.  New standards, 

new taxes, $9.6 billion.  1986.  
99    Omnibus water projects act.  First such act since 1976.  $16.3 billion, 262 

projects, users to share costs.  1986.  
99 mil   Goldwater-Nichols Reorganization Act of 1986 (Defense Department).  

Authority shifted from the services to coordinators—e.g., chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs.  

100 env   Water Quality Act of 1987.  $18 billion to sewage treatment plants, etc.  Over 
Reagan’s veto.  

100    Surface Transportation Act of 1987.  $88 billion for highways, mass transit.  
Over Reagan’s veto.  

100 deficit tax  Deficit reduction measure.  2-year $40 billion package of spending cuts, tax 
increases, sales of assets.  1987.  

100 pov   Housing and community development act.  First housing authorization since 
1980.  $30 billion.  1987.  

100 pov   McKinney Homeless Assistance Act of 1987.  $443 million for shelter, health, 
food, etc.  

100 health   Catastrophic health insurance for the aged.  Major costs to be paid for by 
insurance premiums.  1988.  

100 pov jobs  Family Support Act of 1988.  Welfare reform.  Aimed to ease taking jobs, 
support families of those who do.  

100 trade   Omnibus foreign trade measure.  5-year authority.  1988. 
100 crime   Anti-drug-abuse act.  Funds for policing and treatment; new drug czar; death 

penalty for drug kingpins.  1988.  
100    Grove City civil rights measure.  Overturned 1984 court decision;  reasserted 

that civil rights laws reach whole institutions receiving federal aid, not just 
particular programs.  Enacted over Reagan’s veto.  1988.  

100 mil foraff  Intermediate-Range Nuclear-Force (INF) treaty ratified.  1988. 
100    Japanese-American reparations.  $1.25 billion to those interned during World 

War II.  1988.  
101 pov   Minimum wage hike.  To $4.25 in 1991.  New training wage for teenagers.  

1989.  
101 econ   Savings-and-loan bailout.  $50 billion to sell off or close down insolvent banks.  

1989.  
101 deficit tax  DEFICIT REDUCTION PACKAGE.  Bipartisan deal; $490 billion in tax hikes and 

spending cuts over 5 years.  Fall 1990.  
101    Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990.  To guarantee job rights and access to 

public facilities.  
101 env   Clean Air Act of 1990.  To curb acid rain, airborne toxics, urban smog. 
101 educ pov  Child care package.  $22.5 billion; tax credits and state grants for children of 

working parents.  1990.  
101 imm   Immigration Act of 1990.  40% increase in annual intake; new emphasis on 

occupational skills.  
101 pov   National Affordable Housing Act of 1990.  New block grants to expand stock; 

new HOPE program to sell off public housing projects to tenants.  
101    Agriculture act.  15% cut in subsidized acreage.  1990.           
102 mil foraff  PERSIAN GULF RESOLUTION.  To roll back Iraqi invasion of Kuwait.  1991. 
102    Surface transportation act (ISTEA).  $151 billion for highways, mass transit. 

1991.  
102    Civil Rights Act of 1991.  To allow lawsuits against job discrimination. 
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102 energy env  Omnibus energy act.  To restructure electricity industry, spur conservation, 

encourage fuels.  1992.  
102 mil foraff  Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty ratified.  1992  
102 foraff   Economic aid package for ex-Soviet republics.  1992.  
102    Cable-TV regulation.  To impose rate and service requirements.  Over Bush’s 

veto.  1992.  
102 env   California water policy.  To switch water from agri- business to cities and 

environment.  1992.   
103 deficit tax pov OMNIBUS DEFICIT REDUCTION ACT. $496 billion savings over 5 years; top tax 

bracket to rise to 36% plus 10% surcharge; hike in Earned Income Tax Credit.  
1993.  

103 trade   NORTH AMERICAN FREE TRADE AGREEMENT (NAFTA) APPROVED.   Mexico and 
Canada.  1993.  

103 health   Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993.  Mandated 12 weeks of unpaid leave for 
family emergencies.  

103    Motor Voter act.  To spur voter registration through use of driver, welfare, 
military-recruitment offices.  1993.  

103 educ   National Service act.  “AmeriCorps” plan to offer college money in exchange for 
community service work.  1993.  

103 educ   Reform of college-student loan financing.  Money to be provided directly 
rather than through banks.  1993.  

103 crime   Brady bill.  To require 5-day waiting period for purchase of handguns.  1993. 
103 educ   Goals 2000.  To establish national education goals.  1994. 
103 crime   Omnibus crime act.  Ban on assault weapons; expansion of death penalty; 

prison construction, police officers, prevention programs.  1994.  
103 env   California desert protection.  To create largest wilderness area outside Alaska.  

1994.  
103    Abortion clinic access.  Criminal penalties to combat violence at abortion 

clinics.  1994.  
103 trade   General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) approved.  To lower tariffs 

among 124 nations and create World Trade Organization (WTO).  1994.   
104    Curb on unfunded mandates. New protection for state and local governments.  

1995.  
104    Congressional Accountability Act.  Federal labor laws to apply to Congress 

itself.  1995.  
104    Lobbying reform. New disclosure requirements.  1995.  
104 econ   Curb on shareholder lawsuits.  To curb frivolous suits against flagging firms.  

Over Clinton’s veto.  1995.  
104 pov   WELFARE REFORM.  End of 61-year federal welfare guarantee to low-income 

women and children; block grants and regulatory leeway to states instead. 
1996.  

104    TELECOMMUNICATIONS REFORM.  To spur compet- ition in telephone, video, 
data services; to break up local telephone and cable-TV monopolies.  1996.  

104    Agriculture deregulation.  To undo farm subsidies and move the industry 
toward free market.  1996.  

104 gov   Line-item veto.  By statute, empowered president to kill individual spending 
items.  (Later struck down by the judiciary.)  1996.  

104 domsec   Anti-terrorism act.  New controls on borders, funds of suspected groups; curbs 
on death-row appeals.  1996.  
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104 deficit   $24 billion spending cuts in budget deal for fiscal 1996. Ending the shut-down-

the-government crisis.  1996.  
104 health   Health insurance portability act.  Kassebaum-Kennedy Act.  Insurance to be 

portable across jobs.  1996.  
104 pov   Minimum wage hike.  From $4.25 to $5.15.  Bundled with tax breaks for 

business.  1996.  
104 env   Overhaul of pesticides regulation.  1996.  
104 env   Overhaul of safe drinking water legislation.  1996.  
104 imm crime  Immigration reform.  To cut illegal immigration through border controls, 

deportation, workplace ID’s.  1996.   
105 deficit tax health DEAL TO BALANCE THE BUDGET BY 2002. $263 billion in spending cuts; $95 

billion in tax cuts; $33 billion for new children’s health insurance; $500 child tax 
credit.  1997.  

105 mil foraff  Chemical Weapons Convention ratified.  1997.  
105 health   Overhaul of Food and Drug Administration.  To expedite approval of new 

drugs.  1997.  
105 pov   Adoption of foster children.  To ease the process.  1997. 
105    Transportation construction act.  $218 billion for highways and mass transit.  

1998.  
105 tax   Overhaul of Internal Revenue Service.  More rights and protections to 

taxpayers.  1998.  
105 def foraff  NATO expansion ratified. To add Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic.  1998. 
105 pov   Reform of public housing.  New decision-making leeway to local authorities.  

1998.  
105 educ   100,000 new school teachers.  A Clinton plan.  1998.   
106 econ   Banking reform.  Authorized cross-ownership of banks, brokerages, insurance 

companies.  1999.  
106    Y2K planning.  To limit firms’ liability for new-millennium computer mixups.  

1999.  
106 educ   Ed-flex program.  New state leeway in spending federal education money.  

1999.  
106 trade foraff  Permanent Normal Trading Relations (PNTR) with China.  2000. 
106 env   Florida Everglades restoration act.  2000.  
106 pov   Community Renewal and New Markets Act.  $25 billion over 10 years for 

development in poor locales.   2000.   
107 tax   BUSH TAX CUT.  $1.35 trillion over 10 years; rate cuts; phaseout of estate tax; 

ease of marriage penalty; expansion of child tax credit.  2001.   
107 def domsec foraffeig

n 
USE OF FORCE RESOLUTION.  After September 11, authorized president to use 
all necessary force against terrorism, notably in Afghanistan.  2001.  

107 domsec   USA PATRIOT ACT.  Broad new authority to president to track, arrest, and 
prosecute domestic terrorists.  2001.  

107 econ domsec  Airline bailout.  $15 billion to help stabilize the industry after September 11.  
2001.  

107 domsec   Airline security.  New government program to hire 30,000 airport screeners.  
2001.  

107 def domsec  $40 billion emergency spending.  For defense, domestic security, recovery of 
New York.  

107 educ   Education reform.  To require annual student testing; $263 billion in new 
funds.  2001.  
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107 def foraffeig

n 
 IRAQ RESOLUTION.  Authorized use of US force against Iraq, regardless of UN 

view.  2002.  
107 domsec   NEW HOMELAND SECURITY DEPARTMENT. Combined parts of 22 existent 

agencies.  2002.  
107    Campaign finance reform.  To ban soft money and certain pre-election ads.  

2002.  
107 ag   Agriculture subsidies.  $180 billion over 10 years. A rollback of 1996 

deregulation.  2002.  
107 econ   Corporate Responsibility Act.  To regulate the accounting industry and crack 

down on corporate fraud.  After the collapse of Enron.  2002.  
107 trade foraff  Fast-track trade authority.  New authority to president to negotiate foreign 

trade deals.  2002.  
107    Election reform.  New nationwide standards; $3.9 billion to help the states 

meet them.  2002.  
107 domsec econ  Terrorism insurance.  $100 billion back-up guarantee against future attacks; to 

aid insurance and real estate industries.  2002.  
107 domsec   Commission created to investigate September 11 attacks.  2002. 
108 health   MEDICARE REFORM.  New prescription drug benefit; large new role for private 

health plans.  To cost a projected $400 billion over a decade.   
108 tax   $350 billion tax cut.  Bush administration plan.  Cuts for families, investors, 

businesses.   
108 foraff   AIDS funding.  $15 billion to fight AIDS in Africa and the Caribbean.  
108    Partial Birth Abortion Ban Act of 2003.  
108 mil   $87.5 billion special defense funding.  To finance military operations and 

reconstruction in Afghanistan and Iraq.   
108 env   Healthy forests law.  To prevent fires by expanding forest-thinning operations 

and limiting anti-logging injunctions in national forests.   
108 tax   Corporate tax overhaul.  $143 billion in tax breaks for businesses over ten years 

offset by loophole closures and other revenue raisers.   
108    Disaster relief.  $14 billion for hurricane relief in Florida and other states, 

drought relief in farm areas.   
108    Unborn Victims of Violence Act.  “Laci and Connor’s law.”  Makes it a crime to 

harm a fetus during commission of a violent federal crime.     
108 domsec mil  Intelligence overhaul.  Restructuring of government intelligence services; new 

intelligence czar to coordinate anti-terrorism activities.   
109 pov econ  Bankruptcy reform.  Makes it harder for consumers to shed their debts.  
109 econ   Class Action Fairness Act.  Shifts class-action suits to federal courts, making it 

harder to bring them against businesses.     
109    $286 billion transportation measure.  Funds for highways, mass transit, a 

record 6,371 pet member projects.     
109 energy tax  Energy measure.  $14.5 billion in tax breaks to encourage energy production 

and efficiency.   
109 trade foraff  Central American Free Trade Agreement.  Lowers barriers to U.S. trade and 

investment relations with five Central American countries and the Dominican 
Republic.    

109    Hurricane assistance after Katrina.  $29 billion in relief money plus altered 
federal policies to spur redevelopment.   

109 econ   Pension reform.  To shore up often-shaky private retirement programs for 44 
million workers and retirees.   
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109 domsec   Military Commissions Act.  Sets rules for the government to prosecute 

terrorism suspects in military tribunals.   
109 domsec   Port security.  $5 billion six-year package to shore up security at U.S. ports.  
109 imm domsec  700 miles of new fencing authorized for U.S.-Mexico border.  
109 energy env  Gulf of Mexico opened to oil and gas drilling.  8.3 million acres.  
109 trade foraff  Trade measures.  To normalize trade with Vietnam and extend trade benefits 

to four Andean nations, sub-Saharan countries, and Haiti.   
109    Postal Service reform.  To stabilize postage rates, ease pension costs, improve 

efficiency.   
109 foraff mil  India pact.  Agreement allowing the U.S. to share civilian nuclear technology 

with India.   
110 pov   Minimum wage hike.  To $7.25 per hour in three stages over two years.  

Combined with $4.84 billion in tax breaks for small businesses.   
110 domsec   Implementation of recommendations of the 9/11 commission. Includes 

reallocation of homeland security grants; screening of air and sea cargo.       
110 gov   Ethics and lobbying reform.  New restrictions on gifts, meals, and travel 

supplied by lobbyists, and on the “revolving door” into the private sector. 
110 edu pov  Overhaul of college student aid programs.  Subsidies to private lenders cut; 

grants to needy students increased.   
110 energy env  Energy conservation.  Includes boost in fuel-efficiency standards for 

automobiles, biofuels subsidies, phase-out of incandescent light bulbs.   
110 pov econ  HOUSING RELIEF PROGRAM.   JULY 2008.  INCLUDES $300 BILLION 

AUTHORIZATION TO INSURE HOME MORTGAGES; RESCUE AND TIGHTENED 
REGULATION OF FANNIE MAE AND FREDDIE MAC.   

110 tax econ  $700 BAILOUT OF THE FINANCIAL SECTOR.  OCTOBER 2008.  COMBINED WITH 
$150 BILLION IN TAX BREAKS.   

110 econ tax  $168 billion economic stimulus package.  February 2008.  Includes rebates to 
taxpayers, tax incentives for business investment.   

110    Agriculture subsidy bill.  $307 billion over five years.  Enacted over Bush veto.      
110 domsec   Domestic surveillance.  Major expansion of federal anti-terrorism surveillance 

powers asked by Bush; telecoms immunized against liability for previous 
wiretapping.   

110 educ mil  New G.I. bill for veterans.  $62.8 billion over 11 years to guarantee a four-year 
college education.   

110 foraff mil  Nuclear trade agreement with India.  Gives India access to U.S. civilian nuclear 
technology.   

110 health   Guarantee of mental illness insurance.  Insurance companies required to cover 
mental and physical illnesses equally.      



 

4. Categorization of Government Spending Functions by Issue 

  
Issue  OMB Function Codes, except where noted

crime 751 Federal law enforcement activities
753 Federal correctional activities 
754 Criminal justice assistance 

domestic security Department of Homeland Security 
(actual spending or imputed by OMB from historical budget data) 

education 501 Elementary, secondary, and vocational education
502 Higher education 
503 Research and general education aids 
702 Veterans’ education, training and rehabilitation 

energy 272 Energy conservation 
274 Emergency energy preparedness 
276 Energy information, policy, and regulation 
251 General science and basic research  

environment 304 Pollution control and abatement

foreign affairs 151 International development and humanitarian assistance
152 International security assistance 
153 Conduct of foreign affairs 
154 Foreign information and exchange activities 

health care 551 Health care services 
552 Health research and training 
554 Consumer and occupational health and safety 
571 Medicare 
703 Hospital and medical care for veterans 

jobs 504 Training and employment
505 Other labor services 

military 051 Department of Defense-Military
053 Atomic energy defense activities 
054 Defense-related activities 

poverty 451 Community development
452 Area and regional development 
506 Social services 
603 Unemployment compensation 
604 Housing assistance 
605 Food and nutrition assistance 
609 Other income security 
701 Income security for veterans 

social security 651 Social security 

taxes all taxes collected by the federal government
(includes income, corporate, estate, excise and gift taxes)    



5. Control of the Government 
and Enactment of Important Laws, 1971-2008 Full model generating estimates in final column of Table 6. 

Poisson regression. 
 

coef se 
Topic of law 

crime .111 (.411) 

deficit .147 (.334) 

domestic security .134 (.467) 

economy 1.087*** (.211) 

education .581+ (.351) 

energy .331 (.423) 

environment 1.202*** (.184) 

foreign affairs 1.102*** (.309) 

health care .781* (.325) 

immigration -.622 (.456) 

jobs -7.172*** (.458) 

military .779+ (.445) 

poverty 1.258*** (.250) 

social security -1.046 (.739) 

taxes 1.300*** (.321) 

trade .484 (.330) 

Control of presidency (Dem = 1; Rep = -1) .028 (.134) 

 x crime .273 (.456) 

 x deficit .249 (.336) 

 x domestic security -1.049* (.436) 

 x economy -.181 (.226) 

 x education .368 (.290) 

 x energy -.102 (.294) 

 x environment .244 (.239) 

 x foreign affairs -.201 (.268) 

 x health care .083 (.229) 

 x immigration -.271 (.412) 

 x jobs -7.092*** (.301) 



coef se 
 x military -.387 (.409) 

 x poverty .058 (.250) 

 x social security -.245 (.543) 

 x taxes -.062 (.298) 

 x trade .199 (.322) 

Control of Congress (Dem = 1; Rep = -1; divided = 0) .250 (.183) 

 x crime -.091 (.402) 

 x deficit -.276 (.363) 

 x domestic security -.924** (.345) 

 x economy -.221 (.271) 

 x education .290 (.370) 

 x energy .343 (.472) 

 x environment .319 (.236) 

 x foreign affairs -.352 (.247) 

 x health care .043 (.323) 

 x immigration -.885+ (.492) 

 x jobs .512 (.456) 

 x military -.333 (.318) 

 x poverty .102 (.266) 

 x social security .943 (.713) 

 x taxes -.147 (.304) 

 x trade -.213 (.359) 

Intercept                                        -1.116*** (.163) 

Observations                                       569 

 Omitted category: law not about any of these topics.  Estimates significantly different from zero at +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed tests, robust standard errors clustered on Congressional session).   



6. Control of Government and Federal Spending, 1982-2010 

Full models generating estimates in Table 7. 
 

DV: Change in Federal Outlays (as % of all spending) 

                             crime education energy 
environ-

ment 
foreign 
affairs 

health 
care jobs military poverty 

domestic 
security 

Social 
Security taxes 

Lags of levels of DV: 
1 -.747*** -1.226*** -1.000** -.460** -.626* -.309 -.741*** -.261** -.676** -.931*** -.443** -.316 
2 .067 1.014* -.309 -.195 -.211 .116 .589 -.303* 
3 -.258* -1.537** .239 -.414 .104 -.020 -.354* 
4 .143 .428 -.238 -1.177* -.132 
5 -.055 .112 
6 -.223 
7 -.152 

Lags of control of presidency (Dem = 1; Rep = 0) 
1 -.089 -.381 .074 .019 -.021 .111 .007 -.853 .289 -.334* .650*** 4.903* 
2 .070 -.174 -.000 -.116 .303 .001 -.785 -.554 
3 -.125 .123 -.004 -.146 .691 .021 1.672*** 
4 .220** -.017 .007 .596 .011 
5 .017 .015 
6 -.015 
7 -.008 

Lags of control of Congress (Dem = 1; Rep = 0; Divided= .5) 
1 -.086 -.865* -.031 -.001 -.032 -1.380 .037 -.698 1.634** -.208 -.443 -5.951**
2 .012 .948* .015 -.132 -.712 -.004 -.489 -6.020 
3 .081 -.724 -.041 .138 .425 .036 .728 
4 -.115 .764 -.036 -.292 -.021 
5 -.021 .019 
6 -.018 
7 -.069 

year 2.421* -15.408 -7.537* .101 -7.411*** -16.235 .900 
-

45.176*** -13.270 -3.991 12.043 213.030**

year2 -.001* .004 .002* -.000 .002*** .004 -.000 .011*** .003 .001 -.003 -.053**

p-value of  
Ljung-Box test .60 .12 .15 .83 .65 .52 .21 .93 .34 .80 .29 .58  Estimates significantly different from zero at +p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001  (two-tailed tests, robust standard errors). Lag length (out of a maximum of four possible lags) chosen for each series by AIC, with the exception of spending on energy and jobs, which required seven and five lags respectively to remove autocorrelation.   Estimates include an intercept term (not shown).   
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