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steady low level after the Republican takeover of Congress. The pattern of 
declining support over time was also evident over George W. Bush’s first six 
years in office, even though Republicans maintained control of Congress 
throughout that period.

LEGISLATIVE BARGAINING

Whatever their sources of influence, in the end individual legislators have only 
a single vote on any given bill or, more typically, on an amendment. At that 
moment, the vote is reduced to a “yea” or “nay” question, with no hedging or 
nuance allowed. Legislators have to decide how to cast these binary votes on a 
bewildering array of issues. They rarely have adequate—or even much—infor-
mation on any particular bill or amendment. Legislators must weigh their 
goals—which often may conflict—and process their limited information in a 
relatively short period of time to arrive at a decision.90

Such a state of affairs—disparate goals and widely scattered influence—is 
hazardous. Stalemate is a constant threat. The “collective action problem” is 
how political scientists refer to the challenge of merging individual goals into 

Source: CQ Weekly, January 3, 2011, 20.

Note: Presidential success is defined as the percentage of the times the president won his way on roll call 
votes on which he had taken a clear position.
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