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amid both moderate polarization and, though to a slightly lesser degree, in hi/lo 
polarization. In moderately polarized Congresses, seven out of eight Congresses 
with divided government reached a satisfactory level of productivity or higher 
(87 percent), with one of the eight falling in the exceptional category. Yet in hi/
lo Congresses, five of the seven divided government Congresses also reach the 
satisfactory level or higher (71 percent), with one of them reaching an exceptional 
level of performance.

Overall, there are slightly more divided governments in moderately polar-
ized Congresses than in hi/lo Congresses, and they do slightly better in reaching 
a satisfactory level of policy productivity than in the hi/lo Congresses. But in both 
categories a majority of the divided government Congresses reach a satisfactory 
level of policy performance, suggesting that pure divided government Congresses 
may have distinctive qualities that help generate (if not guarantee) reasonable lev-
els of policy performance in both moderate and hi/lo polarization. Only 3 out of 
the 15 divided government Congresses experience stalemate (20 percent), while 
12 of the 15 (80 percent) reach a satisfactory level of performance.

By contrast, most united party governments occur amid immoderate or hi/lo 
polarization (15 out of 25 Congresses), and 8 of these 15 hi/lo united government 
Congresses (53 percent) are stalemated. Among the remaining 7 united govern-
ments in hi/lo polarization, 2 do reach an exceptional level of performance and 
5 fall into the satisfactory category. Nevertheless, united government Congresses 
appear less effective in hi/lo conditions in generating reasonable levels of policy 
performance than do divided government Congresses. Moreover, we note that 

Table 17-3  �Divided versus United Government and Policy Productivity,  
1921–2010 

Hi/Lo Polarized 
Congresses

Moderate Polarized 
Congresses

All 
Congresses

DG QD* UG DG QD* UG DG QD* UG

Productivity:
Exceptional 
(.40 or more)

1 0   2 1 0   3   2 0   5

Satisfactory
(.201 to .399)

4 0   5 6 1   4 10 1   9

Stalemated
(.00 to .200)

2 1   8 1 3   3   3 4 11

Total 7 1 15 8 4 10 15 5 25

Source: Compiled by authors.

Note: DG – Pure Divided Government; QD – Quasi-Divided Government; UG – Pure United 
Government

* Quasi-Divided governments are the 72nd (Hoover’s second); the 97th, 98th, and 99th (Reagan’s first 
three); and the 107th (George W. Bush’s first, accounting for the Jim Jefford’s I-VT party switch to 
caucus with the Democrats in May of the first session, 107th Congress).


