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an average of 91 percent under the Democratic majority to just over 55 percent when he 
had to deal with a Republican House.

Divided government, however, does not have to doom Washington to inaction. 
When national needs are pressing or the public mood seems to demand action, the pres-
ident and opposition majorities have managed to pass important legislation.54 For 
example, the government was divided with a Democrat in the White House and Repub-
licans in control of both houses of Congress when major welfare reform was passed with 
the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act of 1996. But national needs do 
not always cause Congress to step up. In 2011 and 2012, Congress was unable to agree 
on policies to deal with revenue shortfalls and the budget, or even the previously routine 
extension of the national debt limit to enable it to pay its bills. Congress has managed 

Figure 7.2  �Presidential Success Under Unified and Divided Government,  
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When the president faces a divided government—that is, when the opposing party controls one or both houses of 
Congress—he usually finds it harder to get his bills passed.

Source: Data from “Presidential Support Background,” CQ Weekly, January 11, 2010, 117; “Table 6-7: Presidential Victories on Votes in Congress, 1953–2010,” in Harold 
W. Stanley and Richard G. Niemi, eds., Vital Statistics on American Politics 2011-2012 (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2011), 246–248; Sam Goldfarb, “2011 Vote Studies: 
Presidential Support,” CQ Weekly, January 16, 2012, 98–104; “2012 Vote Studies: Presidential Support,” CQ Weekly, January 21, 2013; “2013 Vote Studies: Presidential 
Support,” CQ Weekly, February 3, 2014. 
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