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ABSTRACT
 

We analyze the interaction between electoral accountability and separation-of-powers as 
mechanisms for reducing agency slack between political agents and their voter-
principals.  In particular, we compare political behavior and policy outcomes under three 
stylized regimes: a “Unilateral Authority” setting in which the President has exclusive 
authority over some policy decision; a “Mandatory Checks and Balances” regime in 
which the President cannot enact a new policy unless Congress approves; and an “Opt-In 
Checks and Balances” system in which the President may seek congressional authoriza-
tion, but may also act unilaterally.  The analysis generates three principal insights.  First, 
rational voters respond to the risk of politician bias by making the political rewards and 
punishments for policy success or failure asymmetric, but voters rely less on this instru-
ment when internal checks screen out some undesirable policies.  This provides a ration-
alist explanation for behavior patterns that look superficially like “responsibility shift-
ing.”  Second, contrary to the conventional wisdom, the addition of a veto player need not 
alter the ex ante likelihood of policy change.  Third, voter welfare is highest under the 
Opt-In Checks regime and lowest under the Unilateral Authority regime: Giving Con-
gress the power to review the President’s policy proposals improves voter welfare, but 
voters are better off if the President has the option to circumvent this congressional 
check. 
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Perhaps the central concern of modern positive and normative political theory is how 

to manage the agency costs inherent in representative government.  What sorts of institu-

tional arrangements are most effective at simultaneously empowering governments to 

produce desirable policies and limiting the degree to which parochial interests, or politi-

cians themselves, harness the power of the state to selfish or destructive ends?  The ac-

cumulated body of political thought on this question over the last several centuries em-

phasizes two broad types of institutional mechanism to address the concern about imper-

fect political agency.  The first is external accountability – the power of citizens to select 

leaders who share their values, and to punish or reward incumbents based on their per-

formance.  The second set of mechanisms emphasizes internal checks – institutional re-

quirements that multiple government entities, with different and potentially competing 

interests, participate in the policymaking process. 

Scholars working in the positive political theory (PPT) tradition have made signifi-

cant contributions to our understanding of both external accountability and internal 

checks.  PPT scholars have, however, paid less attention to the relationship between these 

different forms of political control.  Most analyses of external accountability, for exam-

ple, focus on the electoral incentives of a single political agent (e.g., Ferejohn 1986; Aus-

ten-Smith & Banks 1989; Canes-Wrone et al. 2001; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2005).  

Similarly, most studies of internal checks tend to omit direct consideration of elections, 

or to incorporate the electoral process only by using electoral incentives to impute agents’ 

preferences (e.g., Ferejohn & Shipan 1990; Tsebelis 1995; Grossman & Helpman 2008).  

With a few notable exceptions (e.g., Persson et al. 1997), the literature has neglected the 
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degree to which external accountability and internal checks might function as comple-

ments or substitutes, or might have some more complex relationship with one another. 

This paper contributes to the development of a positive theory of the interaction be-

tween internal checks and external accountability.  We are interested in how different 

separation-of-powers rules affect voter behavior, and in how rational voter responses to 

these rules affect our assessment of different institutional arrangements.  To this end, we 

compare three stylized regimes: The first is a “Unilateral Authority” setting in which one 

political agent, such as the President, has exclusive authority over some policy decision.  

The second is a “Mandatory Checks and Balances” regime in which one agent (e.g., the 

President) has proposal rights, but cannot enact a new policy unless a second agent (e.g., 

Congress) agrees.  The third regime is an “Opt-In Checks and Balances” system in which 

the agenda-setting agent (e.g., the President) may seek authorization from a second agent 

(e.g., Congress), but may also act unilaterally.  These are only three of a much larger 

number of possible arrangements, but their simple structure is useful in generating com-

parative insights that might then be transposed to more complex and realistic settings. 

We pose the following questions: First, how does the voter’s political strategy –in 

particular, the allocation of political credit and blame for policy choices and outcomes – 

differ under alternative institutional arrangements?  Second, how does the separation of 

powers affect the expected frequency of policy change?  Third, and perhaps most impor-

tantly, which institutional arrangements are best for voter welfare?  Our framework sug-

gests the following answers to these questions: 

A voter worried about an agent’s possible bias may skew the amount of political 

credit or blame she offers the agent in case of policy success or failure, because doing so 
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brings the agent’s expected incentives into closer alignment with the voter’s.  For exam-

ple, a voter who suspects the President might be too enthusiastic about military action 

abroad might punish the President more harshly (relative to a less hawkish president) if 

the intervention leads to a quagmire, and reward the President less generously if the in-

tervention successfully replaces a threatening adversary with a peaceful ally.  This politi-

cal support strategy, however, is a blunt instrument that creates many false negatives and 

false positives.  An institutional separation of powers enables the voter to adopt a more 

refined strategy, with less distortion in the magnitude of political credit and blame, be-

cause voters can use the second agent to screen out some of the undesirable policies.  As 

a result, we are likely to see patterns of political behavior that look superficially like re-

sponsibility-shifting: when the President proposes a military intervention to Congress, 

and Congress approves it, the political penalties for failure are less severe, relative to the 

political gains from success, than is the case when the President acts unilaterally.  The 

explanation, however, is not that voters are uninformed, irrational, or otherwise “fooled” 

by the separation of powers.  Rather, the existence of internal checks and balances re-

duces the voters’ need to rely on asymmetric political punishments or rewards. 

This rational voter adjustment to the institutional regime further explains one of our 

more surprising results: the addition of another veto player (e.g., Congress) does not 

change the ex ante probability that a new policy will be adopted.  The addition of a veto 

player would have this effect if voters’ political strategies were constant, but if the voter 

rationally adjusts her strategy in response to the change in the prevailing institutional re-

gime, there is an offsetting effect.  To illustrate, imagine a President with sole authority to 

initiate a military intervention.  If the median voter fears that the President might be too 
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hawkish, the voter will disproportionately punish failure.  This makes military interven-

tion less desirable (to both hawkish Presidents and unbiased Presidents), reducing the ex 

ante likelihood of such action taking place.  Now suppose that the President must get 

congressional authorization before taking military action.  The median voter knows that 

Congress will block some military interventions that the President would otherwise like 

to undertake.  Knowing this, the voter rationally reduces the asymmetry between the 

President’s political penalties for failure and his political rewards for success.  This re-

duces the degree to which the anticipated voter reaction deters the President from taking 

military action.  In our framework, this second effect offsets the first-order effect of add-

ing the congressional veto player on the probability of policy change. 

With respect to the implications of different regimes for voter welfare, we find, first, 

that a Mandatory Checks and Balances regime is better for the voter than a Unilateral Au-

thority regime.  Furthermore, under the Mandatory Checks regime, voters are better off 

with unified government if the probability that the political agents are biased is low, but 

voters are better off with divided government if the probability of bias is high.  The supe-

riority of the Mandatory Checks regime over the Unilateral Authority regime might seem 

to suggest the desirability of a strong institutional check on the power of the principal de-

cision-maker.  We find, however, that the Opt-In Checks and Balances regime – in which 

the President retains the option of acting unilaterally – is even better for voter welfare 

than the Mandatory Checks regime.  We further find that the voters are better off with 

unified government than with divided government under the Opt-In Checks regime.  

Thus, a central normative implication of our analysis is that, under circumstances that 
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correspond to the assumptions of our model, voters are better off with an institutional 

check that can be circumvented. 

The intuition for this result is as follows: The voters’ basic problem is the bluntness 

of the available tools for sorting out good policies from bad policies.  The more the insti-

tutional environment allows the voters to fine-tune their political reward and punishment 

strategies, the better off they are.  Under the Unilateral Authority regime, the voter can 

only adjust her strategy along one dimension: the relative rewards and punishments for 

the President in case of policy success or failure.  Under the Mandatory Checks regime, 

the voter can adjust her strategy along two dimensions: the relative rewards and punish-

ments for the President, and the relative rewards and punishments for Congress.  Under 

the Opt-In Checks regime, the voter can adjust her strategy along three dimensions: Not 

only can she vary the political rewards and punishments for the President and Congress in 

those cases where the President acts with congressional approval, but she can also vary 

the rewards and punishments the President receives in case of unilateral success or fail-

ure.  This extra degree of freedom allows the median voter to implement a more refined 

set of political incentives, thereby improving her expected welfare. 

This result has implications for ongoing debates over the institutional design and the 

separation of powers.  Most obviously, it suggests that a system in which the President 

(or some other politically accountable actor) can circumvent another politically account-

able veto player (such as Congress) is not equivalent to a system in which the institu-

tional check does not exist at all.  The voters can observe the fact that the President de-

cided to act unilaterally, rather than seeking congressional authorization, and can adjust 

their political response to the results of the policy accordingly.  More generally, the 
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analysis suggests the importance of thinking about different separation-of-powers re-

gimes not just in terms of how they allocate agenda-setting and veto power, but also in 

terms of how much they enable voters to fine-tune their strategies for enforcing external 

political accountability.  

 

I. The Basic Model 

 

Consider a stylized model in which a representative Voter (V) has two political 

agents, who for convenience we will refer to as the President (P) and Congress (C).  

These agents are responsible for making a binary policy choice, x∈{0,1}, where x=0 de-

notes the decision to retain the status quo and x=1 denotes the decision to adopt a new 

policy.  The new policy will result either in “failure” or “success,” and this result be-

comes publicly observable within a short enough time that the Voter can reward or pun-

ish the incumbent politicians based on the outcome.  For concreteness, we will use the 

decision whether to initiate a foreign military intervention as a running example.  In this 

case, “success” might mean the swift replacement of a hostile authoritarian regime with a 

friendly, stable democracy, while “failure” means getting bogged down in an ongoing 

civil war with mounting casualties, massive costs, and no end in sight.  In the real world, 

policy decisions are more complicated and may produce a range of possible results.  In-

deed, there may be uncertainty and disagreement regarding a given policy choice’s actual 

effects.  The above simplifications sacrifice a degree of descriptive realism in order to 

reduce the complexity of the analysis and to highlight the substantive intuitions that the 

formal analysis is meant to develop. 

 7



The ex ante probability that the policy will succeed is p∈[0,1], where p is drawn from 

a uniform distribution.  The Voter’s payoff from a successful policy (e.g., military vic-

tory) is 1; her payoff from a policy failure (e.g., military defeat) is 0; and her payoff from 

no action (e.g., non-intervention) is ½.1  Under these assumptions (as well as the tie-

breaking assumption that, in case of indifference, the Voter would select the status quo), 

the Voter would prefer that the new policy be adopted if and only if p>½.  It follows that 

if the Voter were perfectly informed and had direct control over the decision, the ex ante 

probability of policy change would be Pr(p>½)=½, and expected Voter utility would be 

Pr(p≤½)(½) + Pr(p>½)E(p|p>½)=5/8. 

The problem for the Voter is that she is at an informational disadvantage vis-à-vis her 

political agents regarding the likelihood that the policy will succeed (cf. Canes-Wrone et 

al. 2001; Downs & Rocke 1994).  To capture this information asymmetry, assume that 

both the President and Congress, but not the Voter, learn p.2  Furthermore, the agents’ 

preferences may diverge from the Voter’s.  To capture this possible divergence, assume 

that each agent may each be one of three types.  First, the agent may be unbiased.  Sec-

ond, the agent may be biased in favor of the policy.  In the military intervention example, 

we might refer to these types as Hawks.  Third, the agent may be biased against the pol-

icy.  Call these types Doves.  An unbiased agent receives the same policy payoffs as the 

Voter: 1 for success, 0 for failure, and ½ for the status quo.  For a Hawk, the status quo 

payoff is also ½, but the payoff from policy success is 1+b and the payoff from failure is 

                                                 
1 That the utility change from success and from failure is the same is a benign assumption made to simplify 
the analysis.  Everything that follows could easily be modified to allow the Voter to place a relatively 
higher or lower weight on success than on failure. 
2 This is admittedly a problematic assumption in contexts – including our running example of military in-
tervention – where one agent, such as the President, arguably has better information than the other agent, 
such as Congress (cf. Ponser & Vermeule 2007; Moe & Howell 1999).  We abstract away from that com-
plication for purposes of this paper. 

 8



b.  For a Dove, the status quo payoff is ½, but the payoff from success is 1–b and the 

payoff from failure is –b.  The constant parameter b∈[0,½] measures the magnitude of 

the possible “bias” of each agent.3  Thus, an unconstrained Hawk would prefer to invade 

if p>½–b, while an unconstrained Dove would favor invasion only if p>½+b. 

The Voter cannot directly observe either agent’s type, but she knows the probability 

distribution from which they are drawn.  Again keeping things simple, suppose the only 

observable information about each politician is his party affiliation, and that there are two 

parties, a “Left” Party and a “Right” Party.  A member of the Right Party is a Hawk with 

probability q∈[0,1], unbiased with probability 1–q, and never a Dove; a Left Party mem-

ber is a Dove with probability q, unbiased with probability 1–q, and never a Hawk.  The 

Voter knows q and observes the party affiliation, but not the actual type, of the President 

and Congress.  In contrast, we assume – again with some sacrifice of descriptive realism 

– that the President and Congress observe one another’s type. 

The discretion of the political agents may be checked in two ways.  The first mecha-

nism of political control is external accountability.  Although the Voter never learns p, 

she observes whether the policy was adopted, and, if so, whether it was a success or fail-

ure.4  On the basis of that information the Voter can reward or punish a politician by 

varying her level of political support for that politician.  This support level may be 

thought of most naturally as the probability of voting for the politician’s re-election, but it 

may also be susceptible to other interpretations.5  Formally, after policy has been chosen 

                                                 
3 The upper bound on b guarantees that even a Hawk would not launch a military campaign that was certain 
to end in defeat, and even a Dove would launch a military campaign that was guaranteed to succeed. 
4 A useful extension would make the Voter’s timely observation of the policy outcome probabilistic rather 
than certain (Canes-Wrone et al. 2001), but we defer that possibility to future work. 
5 Most of the extant retrospective voting models focus on pure strategies, typically those in which the voter 
retains the incumbent politician if the voter’s welfare exceeds a certain threshold level (e.g. Ferejohn 1986; 
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and the outcome revealed, the Voter chooses political support levels si∈[0,1], i={P,C}.  

Each si enters additively into the politician i’s utility function. 

Following canonical retrospective voting models, we assume the Voter is indifferent 

between possible support levels for each politician, which makes the Voter’s choice of 

any reward and punishment strategy sequentially rational (Ferejohn 1986; Austen-Smith 

& Banks 1989; Persson et al. 1997).  When political agents vary in their preferences or 

competence, however, the indifference assumption is problematic (Fearon 1999; Besley 

2005; Persson & Tabellini 2000).  Our decision to examine optimal voter sanctioning 

rules therefore requires some additional justification.  We believe it is reasonable, at least 

as a starting point, for three reasons.  First, in many cases information as to whether a 

politician was biased on past issues does not provide useful information on the probabil-

ity of future bias, especially if the issues likely to arise in future periods are fundamen-

tally different from those that came up in the past.  More generally, the Voter might view 

all politicians as having roughly the same probability of being biased on any given issue, 

but the particular cases in which this bias manifests itself are randomly distributed.6  Sec-

ond, repeat play, reputation, behavioral conditioning, or other mechanisms might enable 

voters to commit to an optimal sanctioning strategy, at least when the ex post incentives 

to deviate are not too strong (Downs & Rocke 1994; Persson & Tabellini 2000).  Third, 

                                                                                                                                                 
Austin-Smith & Banks 1989).  However, recent work has demonstrated that the voter can typically do bet-
ter by playing a mixed strategy, retaining the incumbent with some probability between 0 and 1 (e.g. Mei-
rowitz 2007; Bueno de Mesquita & Friedenberg 2007). 
6 We also note that, despite the fragility of the indifference assumption, recent theoretical advances demon-
strate that one can relax that assumption and still retain the result that the voter can employ punishment 
strategies that combat moral hazard by manipulating politicians’ ex ante incentives (Bueno de Mesquita & 
Landa 2008; Ashworth et al. 2008; see also Snyder & Ting 2008).  The models that generate this result 
require more complexity than the canonical model, and it is not clear whether these findings would apply to 
a model such as ours, in which the political agents vary by policy preference.  Nonetheless, simple sanc-
tioning models such as the one developed in this paper are useful in developing intuitions about optimal 
voter sanctioning strategy (cf. Ashworth et al. 2008).   
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notwithstanding the theoretical concerns, there is some evidence that voters engage in 

purely retrospective sanctioning behavior at least some of the time (Norpoth 1996; 

Downs & Rocke 1994; Alesina et al. 1993).  Therefore, although a more complete analy-

sis should incorporate prospective Voter selection of good types, we believe the identifi-

cation of the Voter’s optimal retrospective sanctioning rule is useful to establish a base-

line case, to which more sophisticated models can be compared. 

The second mechanism of political control consists of internal checks.  The constitu-

tional rules may allocate agenda-setting and veto power in different ways, and these al-

ternative arrangements may influence the circumstances under which proponents can en-

act, or opponents can obstruct, a new policy initiative.  We focus on three simplified in-

stitutional arrangements.  The first is a Unilateral Authority regime, in which the Presi-

dent (who we will arbitrarily designate as the agenda setter under all three regimes) has 

the exclusive authority to decide whether to adopt the new policy.  In this regime, there 

are no internal checks – Congress effectively does not exist – so external accountability is 

the only source of constraint on presidential policy-making. 

The second regime we consider is a Mandatory Checks and Balances regime, in 

which the President has agenda-setting power but cannot enact a new policy unless Con-

gress approves it.  This form of internal checks corresponds to the widely-used analytical 

framework that characterizes political systems in terms of the allocation of proposal 

rights and the number and distribution of “veto players” (Ferejohn & Shipan 1990; Tse-

belis 1995, 2002; McCarty 2000).  Importantly, the existence of the internal congres-

sional check on Presidential power does not eliminate the central role of external ac-
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countability.  Indeed, under this system both the President and Congress will be held ac-

countable by the Voter for their choices and the ultimate outcome. 

Third and finally, we consider an Opt-In Checks and Balances regime, in which the 

President may seek congressional authorization for the new policy, but may also act uni-

laterally.  As was true in the Mandatory Checks case, external accountability remains a 

salient form of political discipline in the Opt-In Checks regime, because both the Presi-

dent and Congress need to consider the Voter’s likely response to different possible pol-

icy choices and outcomes.  The Opt-In Checks regime might seem less realistic than the 

other two.  This regime, however, may correspond to a number of important real-world 

situations.  It may, for example, apply relatively well to our running example of foreign 

military intervention.  The United States Constitution gives Congress the exclusive power 

to declare war, but it makes the President the Commander-in-Chief.  This division of au-

thority has given rise to a great deal of legal and political controversy.  Practically, it 

means that while the President can ask Congress for a declaration of war, the President is 

also able to initiate military action unilaterally, and for a variety of legal and political rea-

sons it is difficult for Congress to disapprove of military action once troops are in the 

field (Moe & Howell 1999).  The Opt-In Checks regime may also capture certain areas of 

domestic policy.  The President may pursue his domestic agenda by proposing legislation 

to Congress, but the President may also be able to advance his agenda by initiating regu-

latory action by bureaucratic agents in ways that do not require congressional approval, 

and which are practically difficult for Congress to overturn (Kagan 2001).  The corre-

spondence between these real situations and our stylized model is, of course, contestable.  
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For present purposes, we seek only to show that such a system is plausible enough to be 

taken seriously as an alternative to both Unilateral Authority and Mandatory Checks. 

We analyze formally the behavior of the Voter, the President, and Congress under 

each of these regimes.  We are particularly interested in the answers to three questions.  

First, how does the Voter allocate political credit and blame under these different systems 

– and, in the checks-and-balances regimes, how does Voter and politician behavior differ 

under unified and divided government?  Second, how does the institutional regime affect 

the ex ante likelihood of policy change?  Third, and most important, which regime is best 

for expected Voter welfare, and why? 

Before proceeding, it is useful to explain how our analysis relates to, and differs from, 

the small but important body of existing scholarship on the connection between internal 

checks and external accountability.  First, some contributions focus on how the separation 

of powers allows politicians to shift or obscure responsibility for controversial decisions 

or unpopular outcomes.  Literature in this vein invokes the diffusion of political account-

ability to explain, among other things, congressional delegation of power to the President 

or to executive agencies (e.g., Fiorina 1982; Aranson et al. 1982), acceptance of inde-

pendent judicial review by the political branches (e.g., Graber 1993; Salzberger 1993), 

and decisions by the President to seek congressional approval for controversial decisions 

(e.g. Nzelibe 2007).  The principal insight of these contributions is that an institutional 

separation of powers may reduce the efficacy of voter discipline, because voters are un-

able to assign responsibility accurately and effectively (cf. also Powell & Whitten 1993; 

Bueno de Mesquita & Landa 2008).  Our approach differs, because the Voter in our 
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model is fully rational and can observe the decisions made by each institution, so there is 

no “clarity of responsibility” problem. 

Second, some literature considers how rival politicians may exploit the institutional 

separation of powers to make their opponents appear extreme or incompetent (e.g., 

Groseclose & McCarty 2001; Glazer 2007).  The central insight of this work is that voters 

can sometimes use the policy positions taken by different government actors to draw in-

ferences about those actors’ types, and that political agents may strategically adjust their 

behavior as a result.  Separation of powers may (but need not always) enhance the effi-

cacy of electoral accountability by increasing the amount of information that voters learn 

about their agents’ preferences and abilities.  Our analysis has some similarities to this 

literature.  The principal difference is that in our model, the Voter chooses her political 

support strategy solely to create optimal ex ante incentives; her strategy is not influenced 

by her ex post estimate of the likelihood that a given agent is biased.  In other words, in 

our model the Voter is concerned solely with “sanctioning poor performance” rather than 

to “selecting good types” (Fearon 1999).7

Finally, the prior work most closely related to our analysis is Persson, Roland, and 

Tabellini (1997) (PRT).  In the PRT model, a President and Legislature are jointly re-

sponsible for allocating a government budget.  Each agent wants to divert as much as 

possible to private use; the voter prefers a certain amount of government spending on 

                                                 
7 Typically, models that focus on sanctioning address a moral hazard (hidden action) problem, while those 
that focus on selecting good types address an adverse selection (hidden information) problem.  Our model 
is technically an adverse selection model rather than a moral hazard model, as the politicians have informa-
tion (the probability of policy success) that is hidden from the Voter, and there is no hidden action.  Our 
model, however, has more in common with sanctioning models, as the Voter is trying to use political penal-
ties to induce the agents to take the correct action.  Our approach is most similar to that of Downs & Rocke 
(1994).  Meirowitz (2007) also considers a model in which voters seek to create appropriate incentives for a 
politician with hidden knowledge about policy, though in Meirowitz’s model the hidden information takes 
the form of a budget constraint, rather than a probability of policy success. 
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public goods, and to retain the rest of her income for private consumption.  The voter can 

discipline the politicians by threatening to replace them if voter welfare is too low.  

PRT’s analysis yields two important results.  First, if the President and Legislature make 

independent decisions about how much of the budget to divert to their own private use, 

separation of powers creates a common-pool problem that reduces voter welfare, relative 

to a purely unitary system (see also Brennan & Hamlin (1994)).  Second, a checks-and-

balances regime with “two-stage budgeting” – in which one branch proposes a total gov-

ernment budget, but the other branch chooses how to allocate the budget – improves 

voter welfare. 

Our model is similar to PRT’s, but it differs in several critical respects.  First, in PRT, 

the political agents always want to divert as much of the budget as possible to their own 

private use; the agents do not directly benefit from supplying the public good.  In con-

trast, we assume politicians have preferences over public policy that may be at least par-

tially aligned with Voter preferences (cf. Bueno de Mesquita & Stephenson 2007).  Sec-

ond, in PRT, the voters know the politicians’ utility functions.  In contrast, we assume the 

Voter is uncertain of politicians’ preferences (cf. Stephenson 2004; Posner & Vermeule 

2007).  Third, our analysis focuses on a fundamentally different kind of political decision 

– whether to implement a specific new policy, such as a foreign military intervention.  

While PRT’s proposed two-stage budgeting process is ingenious, this institutional struc-

ture is harder to apply to the sorts of policy decisions that are our focus.  As we will see, 

these differences in set-up lead to striking differences in the main results. 

 

II. Analysis 
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A. Unilateral Authority 

 

Consider the simplest of the three institutional regimes, in which there is only one po-

litical agent involved in making the relevant decision.  This regime corresponds most 

closely to the canonical versions of the retrospective voting model.  We assume through-

out that the President is a member of the Right Party, meaning that he is either unbiased 

or a Hawk.  Three outcomes are possible in this case: the President might enact a policy 

that succeeds; the President might enact a policy that fails; or the President might take no 

action.  Voter support for the President is contingent on which of these events occurs. 

Before proceeding, it is helpful to first establish the following lemma: 

 

Lemma 1: The Voter always weakly prefers to set an agent’s political support level 

at its maximum value (1) in the event of a policy success, and to set the agent’s po-

litical support level at its minimum value (0) in the event of a policy failure.8

 

The equilibrium of the “Unilateral Authority” game that maximizes expected Voter 

utility is given by the following proposition: 

 

Proposition 1: In the equilibrium that maximizes the Voter’s expected utility under 

the Unilateral Authority regime (with a President from the Right Party): 

 

                                                 
8 All proofs are in the Appendix. 
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• The Voter gives the President maximum political support (1) in case of policy 

success and minimum political support (0) in case of policy failure.  If the Presi-

dent takes no action, the Voter’s political support for the President is qb+2
1 . 

• An unbiased President adopts the new policy if and only if the ex ante probability 

of policy success (p) is greater than 22
1 qb+ . 

• A Hawk President adopts the new policy if and only if p> ( )
2

1
2
1 bq−− . 

 

The most important behavioral implication of Proposition 1 concerns the asymmetry 

in the magnitude of the President’s political rewards and punishments for policy success 

and failure, respectively.  It is reasonable to measure these political rewards and punish-

ments not simply in absolute terms, but relative to the default amount of political support 

that the President would receive if he took no action.  Therefore, let us define the Presi-

dent’s credit for policy success as the difference between the President’s support level 

when policy succeeds (equal to 1) and his support level when he takes no action (equal to 

qb+2
1 ).  Similarly, we can define President’s blame for policy failure as the difference 

between his support level when he takes no action ( qb+2
1 ) and his support level in case 

of policy failure (0).  Using this terminology, we can characterize the political stakes for 

the President as follows: If the policy succeeds, the President’s political credit is qb−2
1 ; 

if the policy fails, the President’s political blame is qb+2
1 .  Thus, in this case – where the 

President is a member of the Right Party, and so may be biased in favor of taking military 

action – the blame for failure is greater than the credit for success.  This asymmetry arises 

because the Voter partially compensates for the possibility that the President might be a 
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Hawk by, in essence, giving the President some “extra” political support when he decides 

not to take action.9   

Behaviorally, then, the model predicts that voters will use asymmetric punishment 

strategies.  When voters perceive a decision-maker as potentially biased in favor of a 

given policy, such as a military intervention, voters will confer relatively less political 

credit if the policy succeeds, and relatively more political blame if the policy fails.  Con-

versely, if voters perceive the decision-maker as potentially biased against the new pol-

icy, they will offer more credit for success, and impose less blame for failure. 

Next, we would like to know the ex ante probability that the President will decide to 

launch the military invasion (i.e., choose x=1) in the Unilateral Authority case.  That 

probability is given by the following corollary to Proposition 1. 

 

Corollary 1.1: In the equilibrium of the Unilateral Authority game described in 

Proposition 1, the ex ante probability that the President will choose x = 1 is ½. 

 

The particular probability that the new policy is adopted (½) is not intrinsically inter-

esting; it is an artifact of the model’s particular (and unrealistic) functional form assump-

tions.  It does, however, provide a baseline that we use subsequently to evaluate whether 

adding internal checks to the model affects the probability of policy change. 

                                                 
9 If the President were from the Left Party, the analysis would be essentially the same, except the signs 
would be reversed: The Voter would give the President who does nothing a political support level equal to 

qb−2
1 , meaning that credit for success is qb+2

1  and blame for failure is qb−2
1 . 
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Finally, we would like a measure of the welfare effects of the Unilateral Authority 

system.  The Voter’s ex ante expected utility, in the equilibrium described in Proposition 

1, is given by the following corollary to that proposition: 

 

Corollary 1.2: In the equilibrium of the Unilateral Authority game described in 

Proposition 1, the Voter’s ex ante expected utility is ( )
8

1
8
5 2bqq −− . 

 

Recall that if the Voter were perfectly informed, or if the President were a perfect 

agent, the Voter’s expected utility would be 5/8.  So, the second term in the expected util-

ity expression in Corollary 1.2 can be interpreted as the welfare loss associated with the 

Unilateral Authority regime.  This welfare loss arises from two sorts of errors.  First, 

when the President is a Hawk and p∈( ( )
2

1
2
1 bq−− , ½], the result is a “false positive”: the 

President acts even though the probability of success is less than ½.  Second, when the 

President is unbiased and p∈(½, 22
1 qb+ ], the result is a “false negative”: even though the 

President is unbiased and the probability of success is greater than ½, the Voter’s dispro-

portionate punishment of policy failure deters the President from taking action. 

 

B. Mandatory Checks and Balances 

 

Next consider a system in which the President may propose a new policy initiative, 

such as a foreign military intervention, but this policy can be implemented only if Con-

gress approves.  There are therefore four possible states of the world that the Voter might 

observe at the point when she chooses her levels of political support for the President and 
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Congress: policy success, policy failure, a decision by the President not to propose the 

new policy, and a congressional veto of the President’s proposal. 

As before, we will assume that the President is from the Right Party, meaning that the 

President is a Hawk with probability q and is unbiased with probability 1–q.  We will 

consider separately the cases of “unified government” and “divided government.”  In the 

unified government case, Congress is also controlled by the Right Party, meaning that the 

pivotal voter in Congress has probability 1–q of being a Hawk and probability q of being 

unbiased.  In the divided government case, the pivotal voter in Congress belongs to the 

Left Party, and so is a Dove with probability q and unbiased with probability 1–q.  We 

assume that the types of Congress and the President are independently drawn. 

 

1. Mandatory Checks and Balances with Unified Government 

 

The following lemma is helpful in both the unified and divided government scenarios: 

 

Lemma 2: In the Mandatory Checks regime, the Voter weakly prefers to set the 

President’s support level in the case of a congressional veto equal to the President’s 

support level in the case where the President takes no action. 

 

Under the Mandatory Checks regime, when the President and the pivotal member of 

Congress are both members of the Right Party, the equilibrium specified in the following 

proposition maximizes the Voter’s expected utility: 
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Proposition 2: In an equilibrium that maximizes the Voter’s expected utility under 

the Mandatory Checks regime with unified government under the Right Party: 

 

• The Voter adopts the following strategy: 

o If the new policy is enacted, give both the President and Congress maxi-

mum political support (1) in case of policy success, and minimum political 

support (0) in case of policy failure. 

o If Congress vetoes a presidential proposal, give Congress a political sup-

port level of ½, and give the President a support level of 
12

1
2

2

+−
+

qq
bq . 

o If the President does not propose a new policy, give the President a sup-

port level of 
12

1
2

2

+−
+

qq
bq .  (The Voter’s political support for Congress in this 

scenario is irrelevant and can take any value.) 

• An unbiased President proposes the new policy if and only if the observed ex ante 

probability of policy success (p) is greater than ( )122
1

2

2

+−
+

qq
bq . 

• A Hawk President proposes the new policy if and only if p> ( )
( )12
1

2
1

2 +−

−−
qq
bq . 

• An unbiased Congress approves a presidential proposal if and only if p>½. 

• A Hawk Congress approves a presidential proposal if and only if p> 22
1 b− . 

 

As was true under the Unilateral Authority regime, the Voter imposes asymmetric 

levels of credit and blame on the President.  In the Mandatory Checks case, the Presi-

dent’s credit for success is 
12

1
2

2

+−
−

qq
bq , while his blame for failure is 

12
1

2

2

+−
+

qq
bq .  Because 
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the President may be a Hawk, the blame for failure exceeds the credit for success.  Impor-

tantly, however, this asymmetry is less extreme in the Mandatory Checks case than in the 

Unilateral Authority case.  In the Unilateral Authority case, the difference between the 

magnitudes of credit and blame was ; in the Mandatory Checks case, this difference 

is 

qb2

( )
122
+−qq

qqb , which is smaller than .  While this result seems consistent with the 

familiar claim that a separation of powers allows the primary decision-maker to “shift the 

responsibility” for policy outcomes (e.g., Fiorina 1982; Graber 1993), the explanation for 

the reduction in the asymmetry of blame and credit is not that the Voter is somehow 

fooled or otherwise unsure about how to allocate responsibility for the decision.  Our re-

sult, then, is not vulnerable to the criticism, sometimes leveled at the blame-shifting ar-

gument, that it makes questionable assumptions about voter rationality (e.g., Stephenson 

2003).  Rather, in our model the Voter rationally reduces the asymmetry in credit and 

blame because the congressional check acts as a kind of substitute for rewards and pun-

ishments offered by the Voter.  Because the Voter can rely on Congress to weed out at 

least some of the inadvisable military interventions, the Voter does not need to be as ag-

gressive in punishing the President disproportionately for policy failures.  This is good 

for the Voter, because the imposition of asymmetric blame and credit is a blunt instru-

ment that produces many false positives and false negatives.  So, while our model ap-

pears to predict that the congressional check allows the President to “shift (some) respon-

sibility” for undesirable outcomes, this characterization of the result is misleading. 

qb2

Another interesting feature of Voter behavior in the equilibrium described in Proposi-

tion 2, and another way in which this result differs from the standard blame-shifting 

story, is that there is no asymmetry in the credit and blame that the Voter confers on 
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Congress.  Let us define Congress’s political credit for policy success as the difference 

between its support level when policy succeeds and its support level when it vetoes the 

President’s proposal.  Define Congress’s political blame for failure analogously as the 

difference between its support level in case of a veto and its support level when it ap-

proves a failed policy.  In the equilibrium described in Proposition 2, Congress’s credit 

for success and blame for failure are equal. 

In addition to the differences in Voter allocation of credit and blame as between the 

Unilateral Authority and Mandatory Checks regimes, we are interested in whether the ex 

ante probability that the new policy will be enacted differs under the two regimes.  After 

all, a familiar and intuitive claim is that adding another “veto player” reduces the prob-

ability of policy change (e.g., Tsebelis 1995; Henisz 2000).  A contrary hypothesis sug-

gests that, at least in some circumstances, adding a “veto player” can increase the likeli-

hood of policy change, because the primary decision-maker can shift some of the respon-

sibility onto the other agent, whereas unilateral action would be politically infeasible 

(Nzelibe 2007; Aranson et al. 1982).  In our model, neither of these predictions turns out 

to be right, as can be seen from the following corollary to Proposition 2: 

 

Corollary 2.1: In the equilibrium of the Mandatory Checks game described in Propo-

sition 2, the ex ante probability that the President and Congress will adopt x=1 is ½. 

 

Thus, the ex ante probability of enacting the new policy is exactly the same (½) under 

both the Unilateral Authority and Mandatory Checks regimes.  The reason is that the in-

troduction of the congressional check has two effects.  First, Congress may block some 
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initiatives that the President otherwise would have implemented.  This effect decreases 

the ex ante probability of a policy change.  Second, precisely because Congress will 

block some number of undesirable policies, the Voter rationally reduces (but does not 

eliminate) the degree to which the President’s blame for failure exceeds his credit for suc-

cess.  This effect increases the ex ante probability of policy change.  These two results 

offset, leaving the probability of enacting the new policy constant across the two regimes. 

While the probability of enacting the new policy is unaffected by the addition of the 

congressional veto, this institutional change does affect the Voter’s expected welfare.  

The Voter is better off with the congressional check than without it, as can be seen in the 

following corollary to Proposition 2. 

 

Corollary 2.2: In the equilibrium of the Mandatory Checks regime described in 

Proposition 2, the Voter’s ex ante expected utility is ( )
( )18

1
8
5

2

222

+−
−−

qq
bqq , which is greater 

than the Voter’s expected utility under the Unilateral Authority regime. 

 

The reason the Voter is better off under the Mandatory Checks regime is that Con-

gress will screen out some number of undesirable policy changes.  Because the Voter 

does not distort Congress’s incentives by introducing any asymmetry into the allocation 

of credit and blame, when Congress is unbiased and the President is a Hawk, the policy 

choice always perfectly tracks Voter preferences.  In this case, if the probability of policy 

success (p) is high enough to satisfy Congress, it is high enough to satisfy the President, 

and Congress’s threshold for action is exactly the same as the Voter’s.  If Congress and 

the President are both unbiased, there will be a false negative if p∈(½, ( )122
1

2

2

+−
+

qq
bq ].  If 
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Congress’s pivotal member is a Hawk, then anything the President (whether unbiased or 

Hawkish) would be willing to propose, Congress would approve.  In this case, there will 

be a false negative if the President is unbiased and p∈(½, ( )122
1

2

2

+−
+

qq
bq ], and there will be a 

false positive if the President is a Hawk and p∈( ( )
( )12
1

2
1

2 +−
−−

qq
bq , ½].  The ranges of p values 

that result in false positives and false negatives is smaller in the Mandatory Checks case 

than in the Unilateral Authority case, and under one possible configuration of preferences 

(Hawk President, unbiased Congress), there are no errors in either direction. 

 

2. Mandatory Checks and Balances with Divided Government 

 

Now consider a “divided government” case, in which the President is a member of 

the Right Party but Congress is controlled by the Left Party.  Thus the President is either 

unbiased or a Hawk, while the pivotal member of Congress is either unbiased or a Dove.  

In this case, the following proposition describes an equilibrium that maximizes the 

Voter’s expected utility under a Mandatory Checks regime: 

 

Proposition 3: In an equilibrium that maximizes expected Voter utility under Manda-

tory Checks with divided government (Right President, Left Congress): 

 

If the probability of bias (q) is less than or equal to ½: 

• The Voter adopts the following strategy: 
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o If the new policy is enacted, give both the President and Congress maxi-

mum political support (1) in case of policy success, and minimum political 

support (0) in case of policy failure. 

o If Congress vetoes a presidential proposal, give Congress political support 

level q
b
−− 22

1 , and give the President political support level ½. 

o If the President does not propose a new policy, give the President political 

support level ½.  (The Voter’s political support level for Congress in this 

scenario is irrelevant and can take any value.) 

• An unbiased President proposes the new policy if and only if the observed ex ante 

probability of policy success (p) is greater than ½. 

• A Hawk President proposes the new policy if and only if p> 22
1 b− . 

• An unbiased Congress approves a presidential proposal if and only if p> ( )q
b
−− 222

1 . 

• A Dove Congress approves a presidential proposal if and only if p> ( )
( )q

bq
−

−− 22
1

2
1 . 

 

If q is greater than ½: 

• The Voter adopts the following strategy: 

o If the new policy is enacted, give both the President and Congress maxi-

mum political support (1) in case of policy success, and minimum political 

support (0) in case of policy failure. 

o If Congress vetoes a presidential proposal, give Congress political support 

level b−2
1 , and give the President political support level q

qb
++ 12

1 . 
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o If the President does not propose a new policy, give the President political 

support level q
qb
++ 12

1 .  (The Voter’s political support level for Congress in 

this scenario is irrelevant and can take any value.) 

• An unbiased President proposes the new policy if and only if p> ( )q
qb
++ 122

1 . 

• A Hawk President proposes the new policy if and only if p> ( )q
qb
+− 122

1 . 

• An unbiased Congress approves a presidential proposal if and only if p> 22
1 b− . 

• A Dove Congress approves a presidential proposal if and only if p>½. 

 

Interestingly, the optimal political strategy for the Voter in this case depends on 

whether the probability of bias (q) is low or high.  Because the probability of bias is, by 

assumption, constant for both the Left Party and the Right Party, the parameter q might 

be interpreted as the degree of “polarization.”  When q is high, it is likely that at least one 

of the agents will be biased, and it is more likely that they will both be biased (a Hawk 

President and a Dove Congress) than that they will both be unbiased.  If q is low, there is 

a greater chance that one or both of the agents will be unbiased. 

In the low polarization case (q<½), the Voter no longer tries to influence the Presi-

dent’s incentives by using credit and blame asymmetries.  Instead, the Voter uses asym-

metric credit and blame to manipulate the incentives of Congress.  Congress’s credit for 

success ( q
b
−+ 22

1 ) is greater than its blame for failure ( q
b
−− 22

1 ).  This distortion gives 

Congress more incentive to approve a presidential proposal.  In contrast, in the high po-

larization case (q>½), the Voter uses asymmetric reward and punishment strategies for 

both the President and Congress.  The President’s credit for success ( q
qb
+− 12

1 ) is smaller 
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than his blame for failure ( q
qb
++ 12

1 ), while Congress’s credit for success ( b+2
1 ) is larger 

than its blame for failure ( b−2
1 ).  The magnitude of the asymmetry is greater for Con-

gress than the President.  Also, the asymmetry is less pronounced for the President here 

than in the Unilateral Authority case.  So, again, we see patterns of political behavior that 

look like responsibility-shifting, but in fact have their roots in the incentive schemes cre-

ated by rational retrospective voting.  In the low polarization case, the Voter does not 

manipulate the President’s incentives because the Voter can best achieve her objectives 

by leaving the President unconstrained and instead influencing the incentives of Con-

gress.  In the high polarization case, the Voter manipulates the President’s incentives, but 

she has less need to do so because she can rely on Congress (whose incentives she also 

manipulates) to weed out some of the bad policies the President might propose. 

As was true in the united government case, the addition of the congressional check 

does not alter the ex ante probability that the new policy will be enacted.  This follows 

straightforwardly from Proposition 3: 

 

Corollary 3.1: In the equilibrium of the Mandatory Checks game described in Propo-

sition 3, the ex ante probability that the President and Congress will select x=1 is ½. 

 

This result is perhaps even more striking.  One might have thought that a Mandatory 

Checks regime with divided government would exhibit the strongest status quo bias, 

since both branches must consent to a policy change, and the branches are least likely to 

agree.  But the key insight of the model is that the Voter also understands these features 

of the system, and adjusts her strategy for allocating political rewards and punishments 
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accordingly.  Furthermore, although one might initially assume that there is a very high 

probability that a Congress controlled by the Left Party might be excessively inclined to 

block desirable policies, the Voter is aware of this too, and the Voter compensates for this 

potential bias by manipulating Congress’s incentives.  So, the intuition that adding a veto 

player will increase status quo bias turns out not to be correct in our model, even if the 

veto player is potentially biased against taking action,  

Next, consider Voter welfare.  We have already seen that the Voter does better under 

the Mandatory Checks regime than under the Unilateral Authority regime when the gov-

ernment is unified.  This is also true, as the following corollary shows, when the govern-

ment is divided. 

 

Corollary 3.2: In Mandatory Checks regime with divided government, the Voter’s ex 

ante expected utility is  

•  ( )
( )q

bqq
−
−

−
28

1
8
5 2

 if q ≤ ½; 

• ( )
( )q

bqq
+
−

−
18

1
8
5 2

  if q ≥ ½.. 

The Voter’s expected utility under the relevant Mandatory Checks equilibrium is 

greater than her expected utility under Unilateral Authority. 

 

We may also want to know whether the Voter is better off under unified or divided 

government, assuming a Mandatory Checks regime.  A comparison of Corollaries 2.2 and 

3.2 yields the following result: 
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Corollary 3.3: Under the Mandatory Checks regime, the Voter prefers unified gov-

ernment if q<1/2, but prefers divided government if q>1/2. 

 

This result indicates that the Voter prefers unified government when polarization is 

low.  Conversely, and perhaps surprisingly, when polarization is high, the Voter prefers 

divided government. 

 

C. Opt-In Checks and Balances 

 

Finally, consider a system in which the President has the authority to act unilaterally, 

but the President may also “opt in” to a congressional check by submitting his proposal to 

Congress, which may then approve or disapprove.  As in the preceding section, we will 

consider separately the cases of unified and divided government, assuming throughout 

that the President is a member of the Right Party.  Before proceeding, it is important to 

note that Lemma 2 does not apply to the Opt-In Checks regime.  There may be (and, as 

we will establish, will be) cases in which the Voter’s equilibrium strategy calls for differ-

ent levels of political support for the President when Congress vetoes the President’s pro-

posal, and when the President takes no action.  Instead, the following lemma applies: 

 

Lemma 3: In the Opt-In Checks regime, the Voter never has an incentive to set the 

President’s support level in case of a congressional veto lower than the support 

level in the case where the President makes no proposal. 

 

 30



1. Opt-In Checks and Balances with Unified Government 

 

Under the Opt-In Checks regime, when both the President and the pivotal member of 

Congress are members of the Right Party, the equilibrium specified in the following 

proposition maximizes the Voter’s expected utility. 

 

Proposition 4: In an equilibrium that maximizes the Voter’s expected utility under 

the Opt-In Checks regime with unified government under the Right Party: 

 

• The Voter adopts the following strategy: 

o If the President adopts the new policy unilaterally, give the President the 

maximum political support (1) if the policy succeeds and minimum politi-

cal support (0) if the policy fails.  (The Voter’s political support level for 

Congress in this scenario is irrelevant and can take any value.) 

o If the President proposes a new policy to Congress and Congress approves 

it, give the President and Congress maximum political support (1) if the 

policy succeeds and minimum support (0) if the policy fails. 

o If the President takes no action, give the President political support of ½.  

(The Voter’s political support level for Congress in this scenario is irrele-

vant and can take any value.) 

o If the President proposes a new policy to Congress, and Congress vetoes 

it, give the President political support level b+2
1 , and give Congress po-

litical support level ( )22

2

12
1

qq
bq
−+

+ . 
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• An unbiased President adopts the following strategy: 

o If Congress would approve the policy, propose it to Congress if the prob-

ability of policy success (p) is greater than ½; otherwise, take no action. 

o If Congress would veto the policy, propose it to Congress if p≤ 22
1 b+ ; oth-

erwise, enact the policy unilaterally. 

• A Hawk President adopts the following strategy: 

o If Congress would approve the policy, propose it to Congress if p> 22
1 b− ; 

otherwise, take no action. 

o If Congress would veto the policy, propose it to Congress if p≤½; other-

wise, enact the policy unilaterally. 

• An unbiased Congress approves a proposal if and only if p> ( )( )22

2

122
1

qq
bq
−+

+ . 

• A Hawk Congress approves a proposal if and only if p> ( )
( )( )22

2

12
1

2
1

qq
bq

−+

−+ . 

 

The patterns of credit and blame allocation look different in the Opt-In Checks case 

than they did in the earlier cases.  The first thing to observe is that the President’s politi-

cal support level when Congress vetoes his proposal ( b+2
1 ) is greater then his support 

level when the President makes no proposal at all.  This implies that when the President 

makes a proposal that is rejected, the Voter rewards the President politically, even though 

there is no policy change.  Thus, if the President can anticipate that Congress will veto his 

proposal, he prefers to make the proposal.  This result is broadly consistent with the ar-

gument that an agenda-setter can improve its standing with the electorate by proposing a 

policy that is vetoed, because this makes the agenda setter look more “moderate” and the 
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veto player more “extreme” (Groseclose & McCarty 2001).  However, the causal mecha-

nism is different in our framework.  In our model, the political “reward” the President 

receives when his proposal is vetoed has nothing to do with the Voter learning additional 

information about the President’s type.  Instead, the Voter rewards the President in case 

of a congressional veto because the Voter needs to manipulate presidential incentives to 

discourage excessive unilateral action. 

To see this point more clearly, recall that we defined the President’s “credit” for suc-

cess as the difference between the President’s support in case of success and his support 

if the status quo remains in place, and we defined “blame” analogously.  In the Opt-In 

Checks regime, though, there are two possible ways we can end up with a status quo out-

come.  First, if Congress would approve a presidential proposal, then we get the status 

quo only if the President takes no action.10  Second, if Congress would veto a presidential 

proposal, then (in light of Lemma 3) we get the new policy only if the President acts uni-

laterally.  So, we can define two distinct pairs of credit/blame combinations.  The Presi-

dent’s credit for joint success is the difference between his support in case of policy suc-

cess (1) and his support when he makes no proposal (½).  Likewise, the President’s blame 

for joint failure is the difference between his support when he makes no proposal (½) and 

his support when policy fails (0).  By contrast, the President’s credit for unilateral suc-

cess is the difference between his support in case of success (1) and his support when his 

proposal is vetoed ( b+2
1 ), while his blame for unilateral failure is the difference be-

tween his support in case of a veto ( b+2
1 ) and his support in case of failure (0). 

                                                 
10 This is guaranteed by the tiebreaking assumption that, if the President is indifferent between unilateral 
action and joint action, the President will choose joint action. 
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From this, it follows that the President’s credit and blame in the case of joint action 

are symmetric: both are equal to ½.  When the President acts unilaterally, however, credit 

and blame are asymmetric: credit for unilateral success ( b−2
1 ) is smaller than blame for 

unilateral failure ( b+2
1 ).  This asymmetry is more pronounced than was true even under 

the Unilateral Authority regime.  The Voter achieves this asymmetry by offering the 

President the “carrot” of additional support if the President makes a proposal that is ve-

toed.  If the President passes up that opportunity, and instead acts unilaterally, then the 

potential gains in support if the policy succeeds are much smaller than the potential losses 

in support if the policy fails.  These results are consistent with the claim that the President 

has more to lose politically when he acts unilaterally, and with the claim that the mere 

existence of the option of going to Congress raises the political stakes for the President. 

What about the Voter’s assignment of credit and blame to Congress?  The only com-

parison that matters here is between the congressional support levels in case of success or 

failure (1 and 0, respectively), and the congressional support level in case of a veto 

( ( )22

2

12
1

qq
bq
−+

+ ).  Thus, Congress’s credit for success ( ( )22

2

12
1

qq
bq
−+

− ) is smaller than its blame 

for failure ( ( )22

2

12
1

qq
bq
−+

+ ).  Note the contrast with the Mandatory Checks regime: In that 

regime, there was no asymmetry in the Voter’s blame and credit allocations to Congress.  

Under the Opt-In Checks regime, there is. 

As before, the change in the separation of powers regime has no effect on the ex ante 

probability that new regulation will be adopted: 
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Corollary 4.1: In the equilibrium of the Opt-In Checks regime with unified govern-

ment described in Proposition 4, the ex ante probability that x=1 will be chosen is ½. 

 

Although switching from a Mandatory Checks regime to an Opt-In Checks regime 

does not affect the ex ante likelihood the new policy will be adopted, such a switch does 

improve expected Voter welfare: 

 

Corollary 4.2: In the equilibrium of the Opt-In Checks regime with unified govern-

ment described in Proposition 4, expected Voter utility is ( )
( )( )22

22

18
1

8
5

qq
bqq

−+

−− ; this is greater 

than expected Voter utility under Mandatory Checks with unified government. 

 

This last result is noteworthy because it suggests that a system in which the primary 

decision-maker may seek the approval of another political agent is better than a system in 

which the primary decision-maker must seek such approval, and also to a system in 

which there is no such approval mechanism.  In the context of our military intervention 

example, our results suggest, first, that it is better to require congressional approval for 

military action than to give the President has the sole authority to initiate military opera-

tions, with no mechanism for seeking congressional approval; and, second, that it is even 

better to give the President the option of going to Congress, but to retain the option of 

acting unilaterally if the President anticipates that Congress would not approve. 

 

2. Opt-In Checks and Balances with Divided Government 
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In an Opt-In Checks regime when the President is a member of the Right Party and 

the pivotal member of Congress is a member of the Left Party, the equilibrium given in 

the following proposition maximizes the Voter’s expected utility: 

 

Proposition 5: In an equilibrium that maximizes expected Voter utility under the 

Opt-In Checks regime with divided government (Right President, Left Congress): 

 

• The Voter adopts the following strategy: 

o If the President adopts the policy unilaterally, give the President maximum 

political support (1) if the policy succeeds and minimum support (0) if the 

policy fails.  (The Voter’s political support level for Congress in this sce-

nario is irrelevant and can take any value.) 

o If the President proposes a policy to Congress and Congress approves it, 

give both the President and Congress maximum political support (1) if the 

policy succeeds and minimum support (0) if the policy fails. 

o If the President takes no action, give the President political support level 

½.  (The Voter’s political support level for Congress in this scenario is ir-

relevant and can take any value.) 

o If the President proposes a policy to Congress and Congress vetoes it, give 

the President support level b+2
1 , and give Congress support level 22

1 b− . 

• An unbiased President adopts the following strategy: 

o If Congress would approve the policy, propose it to Congress if the prob-

ability of policy success (p) is greater than ½; otherwise, take no action. 
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o If Congress would veto the policy, propose it to Congress if p≤ 22
1 b+ ; oth-

erwise, enact the policy unilaterally. 

• A Hawk President adopts the following strategy: 

o If Congress would approve the policy, propose it to Congress if p> 22
1 b− ; 

otherwise, take no action. 

o If Congress would veto the policy, propose it to Congress if p≤½; other-

wise, enact the policy unilaterally. 

• An unbiased Congress approves a presidential proposal if and only if p> 42
1 b− . 

• A Dove Congress approves a presidential proposal if and only if p> 42
1 b+ . 

 

The Voter’s political support strategy with respect to the President is the same in the 

divided government case and the unified government case: credit and blame are symmet-

ric (and therefore irrelevant to the President’s incentives) when the President acts with 

congressional approval, but if the President acts unilaterally, blame for failure exceeds 

credit for success.  The Voter achieves this asymmetry by increasing her support for the 

President if the President proposes a new policy to Congress, Congress vetoes it, and the 

President subsequently takes no action.  With respect to Congress, the principal differ-

ence between the unified and divided government cases is that in the former, blame for 

failure exceeded credit for success, while in the latter case the opposite is true.  This 

makes sense, because when Congress is a Hawk, the Voter is concerned that Congress 

will be too prone to grant its approval, but when Congress is a Dove, the Voter is con-

cerned that Congress will be excessively hostile to the proposed action. 

Yet again, the ex ante probability of policy change remains unchanged: 
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Corollary 5.1: In the equilibrium of the Opt-In Checks regime with divided govern-

ment described in Proposition 5, the ex ante probability that x=1 will be chosen is ½. 

 

Furthermore, when the government is divided, the Voter continues to prefer the Opt-

In Checks Regime to the Mandatory Checks regime: 

 

Corollary 5.2: In the equilibrium of the Opt-In Checks regime with divided govern-

ment described in Proposition 5, expected Voter utility is ( )
16

1
8
5 2bqq −− , which is greater 

than expected Voter utility under Mandatory Checks with divided government. 

 

Finally, we can assess whether the Voter prefers unified or divided government in the 

Opt-In Checks regime by comparing Corollaries 4.2 and 5.2: 

 

Corollary 5.3: In the Opt-In Checks regime, the Voter prefers unified government. 

 

This final result is intriguing in light of the contrasting result for the Mandatory 

Checks regime (Corollary 3.3).  Under Mandatory Checks, the Voter prefers unified gov-

ernment when the probability of bias, q, is low, but when q is sufficiently high, the Voter 

prefers divided government.  This reversal does not occur in the Opt-In Checks regime. 

 

III. Conclusion 
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We set out to consider the interrelationship between external accountability and inter-

nal checks by comparing equilibrium political behavior across three ideal-type institu-

tional regimes: a Unilateral Authority regime in which one actor (the President) has sole 

control over a policy decision; a Mandatory Checks and Balances regime in which the 

President must get the consent of Congress to enact a new policy; and an Opt-In Checks 

and Balances Regime, in which the President may seek congressional approval, but may 

also circumvent the congressional check and enact a new policy unilaterally.  Our analy-

sis generated three related insights. 

First, the model produces a set of positive predictions regarding political behavior, 

and voter assignment of credit and blame, under different institutional regimes.  Our 

model predicts that voters will respond to the risk of politician bias by introducing 

asymmetries in the rewards and punishments for policy success or failure; voters achieve 

this asymmetry by varying the political support they confer on an agent when no new 

policy is proposed, or when a proposal is vetoed.  However, voters do not need to rely so 

heavily on this blunt instrument when institutional checks and balances help rule out 

some undesirable policies.  Hence, checks-and-balances regimes may induce behavior 

patterns that look superficially like “responsibility shifting”: when Congress is involved 

in a decision, the President gets less blame when things go badly.  But, crucially, this oc-

curs because of voters’ rational retrospective reward and punishment strategies, not from 

voter confusion or uncertainty about which agents are responsible for the policy choice. 

Second, the model suggests that when voters’ rational responses to different institu-

tional regimes are considered, adding a veto player does not alter the ex ante probability 

of policy change.  This is because voters reduce the asymmetry in their assignment of po-
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litical blame and credit when they can rely on other institutions to screen out some pro-

portion of bad policy proposals.  When this rational adjustment is taken into account, the 

addition of a veto player need not – and in our model does not – alter the ex ante likeli-

hood of policy change.  This is not to say that the separation of powers makes no differ-

ence in the frequency of policy change in the real world; numerous factors outside the 

scope of our model may bear on this issue.  We have shown, however, that consideration 

of this issue cannot neglect voters’ strategic response to different institutional settings. 

Third, and perhaps most importantly, our model implies that expected voter welfare is 

highest under the Opt-In Checks regime and lowest under a Unilateral Authority regime.  

Thus, adding a second political agent with the power to review the primary agent’s policy 

initiatives improves voter welfare, but the voter is better off if the primary agent can cir-

cumvent or ignore this second agent than when it cannot.  The intuition for this surprising 

result is that a voter is better off (in expectation) when she can calibrate her political re-

ward and punishment strategy more precisely.  Under Unilateral Authority, the voter can 

only condition her support for the President on the observed outcome of the policy proc-

ess (success, failure, or no action), and voter uncertainty leads to many false negatives 

and false positives.  When a mandatory congressional check is added, the voter can rely 

on Congress (which also responds to electoral incentives) to screen out some of the unde-

sirable policies.  This, in turn, means that the voter has less need to distort the amount of 

blame and credit she confers on the President.  Finally, if the President is permitted to 

circumvent the congressional check, and the voter can observe whether the President 

acted unilaterally or with congressional assent, then the voter can condition the Presi-

dent’s rewards and punishments not only on the outcome, but also on whether the Presi-
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dent acted with or without congressional approval.  The voter can therefore reduce the 

asymmetry in blame and credit when the President acts with congressional approval, but 

increase the blame-credit asymmetry in the case of unilateral action. 

This normative conclusion is intriguing and (as far as we know) novel, but it is sub-

ject to numerous qualifications.  Our stylized model assumes, among other things, that 

voter responses to policy choices and outcomes can effectively discipline political agents.  

If voters cannot observe agents’ choices, or if they do not get information about the pol-

icy’s outcome sufficiently soon, or if voters are myopic or otherwise irrational, then voter 

discipline will not be an effective constraint.  We also assume that the President and 

Congress have good information about the likelihood of policy success, as well as each 

others’ preferences.  These strong assumptions never hold absolutely; where they are 

completely inapposite, the model’s results may not hold.  Furthermore, using the median 

voter in the electorate as the normative benchmark, as we do, may not always be appro-

priate, especially when there are concerns about protecting minorities or politically inef-

fective majorities.  Those caveats notwithstanding, we believe that the central normative 

insight still has broad significance: The more freedom an institutional regime gives voters 

to craft refined political reward and punishment strategies, the greater the efficacy of pub-

lic accountability mechanisms in aligning the preferences of political agents with voters.
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APPENDIX 
 

Proof of Lemma 1: 

Consider actor A, who may be either unbiased or a Hawk.  The Voter can anticipate 
that, if actor A is biased, it will prefer to enact the new policy if: 

FS
b

FS

FD
p

−+
−

−+

−+
>

11
2
1

,       (1) 

 
where p is the probability of policy success, S is the level of political support associated 
with policy success, F is the level of political support associated with policy failure, and 
D is the default level of support associated with the “no action” alternative.  If A is unbi-
ased, it will prefer to enact the new policy if: 
 

FS

FD
p

−+

−+
>

1
2
1

         (2) 

 
Consider only those cases in which A’s approval threshold is the binding constraint 

on whether the new policy is enacted.  Let π be the probability that A is unbiased, condi-
tional on A’s approval threshold being the binding constraint.  Next, fix F and define 
α=1/(1+S–F).  Using this notation, the Voter’s expected utility, conditional on A’s ap-
proval threshold being the binding constraint, is: 
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This simplifies to: 
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Taking the derivative of (3) with respect to D and setting equal to zero yields the op-

timal D: 
 

π
α

bbFD −++−=
2
1

2
1*        (4) 
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Substituting this expression for D* into (3) yields: 
 

( )
2

1
8
5 22αππ b−
−          (5) 

 
Observe that (5) is decreasing in α, and that no S or F terms appear anywhere else in 

(5).  Because α is decreasing in (S–F), it follows that the Voter always weakly prefers 
S=1 and F=0 (the respective maximum and minimum possible political support levels). 

The analysis is exactly parallel when A may be either unbiased or a Dove. 
 
Proof of Proposition 1: 

 
To simplify the notation, let N = sP(Unilateral Authority, no action).  Using Lemma 

1, it follows that an unbiased President would enact the new policy iff p > ¼+N/2, while 
a Hawk president would enact the new policy iff p > ¼+N/2–b/2.  Denote the p-threshold 
for the unbiased President as T = ¼+N/2.  The Voter’s expected utility is: 
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We can solve for the Voter’s optimal T by taking the derivative of (6) with respect to T 
and setting equal to zero, which yields: 
 

22
1* qbT +=          (7) 

 
Given the definition of T, it follows straightforwardly that N* = ½ + qb.  Substituting 

T* into (6) yields the Voter’s equilibrium expected utility under the Unilateral Authority 
regime: 
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8
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8
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Proof of Corollary 1.1: 
 

The ex ante probability that the President will choose x = 1 is: 
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Substituting the T* established by Proposition 1 into (9) yields a probability of ½.  
 
Proof of Corollary 1.2: 
 

The Voter’s expected utility is given by (8) in the proof of Proposition 1. 
 
Proof of Lemma 2 
 

Consider first the case where Congress would approve any policy the President pro-
posed.  In this case the President’s political support level in case of a congressional veto 
is irrelevant, because that event never occurs in equilibrium. 

Next consider the case where Congress would veto the policy if the President pro-
posed it.  If the President’s political support for no action exceeds that for a veto, the 
President will not act.  If the political support the President receives in case of a veto ex-
ceeds that which he receives if he does not act, he will propose a policy and Congress 
will veto it.  From the Voter’s perspective, this difference is irrelevant, since the policy 
outcome is the same in both cases. 

From this, it follows that under Mandatory Checks, the Voter can set the support lev-
els for veto and no action to be equal, and this is sustainable in equilibrium. 
 
Proof of Proposition 2: 
 

From Lemma 1, we know that si(Mandatory Checks, joint success) = 1, and 
si(Mandatory Checks, joint failure) = 0.  Making use of Lemma 2, without loss of gener-
ality we can define N = sP(Mandatory Checks, no action) = sP(Mandatory Checks, veto).  
Also define V = sC(Mandatory Checks, veto).  Next, define TP = ¼+N/2 and TC = ¼+V/2. 

An unbiased Congress would uphold a proposed action iff p > TC; a Hawk Congress 
would uphold a proposed action iff p > TC–b/2.  An unbiased President would propose 
action to Congress iff both Congress would approve it and p > TP.  A Hawk President 
would propose action to Congress iff both Congress would approve it and p > TP–b/2. 

Next, define the following condition: 
 

Condition 2.1: 
2
bTTT PCP −≥≥  

 
When Condition 2.1 is satisfied, then: 
 

• If the President and Congress are both unbiased, the policy will be enacted if and 
only if p > TP.  (Under Condition 2.1, any policy that the President favors would 
be approved by Congress.) 

• If the President and Congress are both Hawks, the policy will be enacted if and 
only if p > TP – b/2. 

• If the President is a Hawk and Congress is unbiased, the policy will be enacted if 
and only if p > TC. 

• If the President is unbiased and Congress is a Hawk, the policy will be enacted if 
and only if p > TP. 
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Therefore, if Condition 2.1 holds, the Voter’s expected utility is: 
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This simplifies to: 
 

( )( ) ( )( )
⎥
⎥
⎦

⎤

⎢
⎢
⎣

⎡
+−−+⎟

⎟
⎠

⎞
⎜
⎜
⎝

⎛
−+⎟

⎠
⎞

⎜
⎝
⎛ −−++−− 11

2
1

2
11

2
1 2

2
22

CCPPPP TTqqbbTTqTTq  (10) 

 
We can solve for the optimal TP and TC by taking the derivative of (10) with respect 

to each of them and setting equal to zero.  Doing so yields: 
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Note that these values satisfy Condition 2.1.  From the definitions of TC and TP it follows 
that V* = ½ and N* = ½ + q2b/(1-q+q2). 

To find the Voter’s expected utility under the equilibrium of the Mandatory Checks 
regime with unified government that satisfies Condition 2.1, we substitute (11) and (12) 
into (10), which yields: 
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Next, consider the following alternative condition: 

 

Condition 2.2: 
2
bTTT CPC −≥≥  

 
Condition 2.2 is analogous to Condition 2.1, except that the subscripts are reversed.  It 
follows that there is an equilibrium that yields the same expected utility to the Voter as 
that given in (13), except that the values of TP and TC given in (11) and (12) are reversed. 
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Finally, consider cases in which neither Condition 2.1 nor Condition 2.2 holds.  If TP 
– b/2 > TC, then the conditions for the new policy being enacted are the same as in the 
Unilateral Authority case, because any policy the President would enact, the Congress 
would approve.  Likewise, if TC – b/2 > TP, we also have a variant of the Unilateral Au-
thority case, except that Congress supplies the binding constraint in all cases.  Therefore, 
to show that the Voter maximizes her expected utility in the Mandatory Checks with uni-
fied government case by imposing the equilibrium consistent with Condition 2.1 (or 2.2), 
we can subtract (8) from (13), which yields: 
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Proof of Corollary 2.1 
 

Under the equilibrium consistent with Condition 2.1 (which is the equilibrium de-
scribed in Proposition 2), the ex ante probability that the new policy will be adopted is: 
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Substituting in the TC

* and TPP

* from (11) and (12) into (15) yields a probability of ½. 
 
Proof of Corollary 2.2 

 
This is established by (13) and (14) in the proof of Proposition 2. 

 
Proof of Proposition 3 
 

Again from Lemma 1, we can assume si(Mandatory Checks, joint success) = 1, and 
si(Mandatory Checks, joint failure) = 0, and, from Lemma 2, we can define N = 
sP(Mandatory Checks, no action) = sP(Mandatory Checks, veto) and V = sC(Mandatory 
Checks, veto).  As before, we will define TP = ¼ + N/2 and TC = ¼ + V/2. 

An unbiased Congress would uphold a proposed action iff p > TC; a Dove Congress 
would uphold a proposed action iff p > TC + b/2.  An unbiased President would propose 
action to Congress if both Congress would approve it and p > TP.  A Hawk President 
would propose action to Congress if both Congress would approve it and p > TP – b/2. 

Next, define the following condition: 
 

Condition 3.1: 
2
bTTT PCP −≥≥  

 
When Condition 3.1 is satisfied, then: 
 

• If the President and Congress are both unbiased, the policy will be enacted if and 
only if p > TP.  
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• If the President is a Hawk and Congress is a Dove, the policy will be enacted if 
and only if p > TC + b/2. 

• If the President is a Hawk and Congress is unbiased, the policy will be enacted if 
and only if p > TC. 

• If the President is unbiased and Congress is a Dove, the policy will be enacted if 
and only if p > TC + b/2. 

 
Therefore, if Condition 3.1 holds, then the Voter’s expected utility is: 
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This simplifies to: 
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We can solve for the optimal TP and TC by taking the derivative of (16) with respect 

to each of them and setting equal to zero.  Doing so yields: 
 

2
1* =PT           (17) 
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bTC −
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Observe that these values satisfy Condition 3.1.  From the definitions of TP and TC, it fol-
lows that N* = ½ and V* = ½ - b/(2-q).  To find the Voter’s expected utility under the 
equilibrium of the Mandatory Checks regime with divided government that satisfies 
Condition 3.1, we substitute (17) and (18) into (16), which yields: 
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Next, consider the following alternative condition: 
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Condition 3.2: CPCP TbTbTT ≥−≥+≥
22

 

 
When Condition 3.2 is satisfied, then: 
 

• If the President and Congress are both unbiased, the policy will be enacted if and 
only if p > TP.  

• If the President is a Hawk and Congress is a Dove, the policy will be enacted if 
and only if p > TC + b/2. 

• If the President is a Hawk and Congress is unbiased, the policy will be enacted if 
and only if p > TP – b/2. 

• If the President is unbiased and Congress is a Dove, the policy will be enacted if 
and only if p > TP. 

 
Therefore, if Condition 3.1 holds, then the Voter’s expected utility is: 
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This simplifies to: 
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We can solve for the optimal TP and TC by taking the derivative of (20) with respect to 
each of them and setting equal to zero.  Doing so yields: 
 

22
1* bTC −=          (21) 
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 51



 
Observe that these values satisfy Condition 3.2.  From the definitions of TP and TC, it fol-
lows that N* = ½ + qb/(1+q) and V* = ½ - b.  To find the Voter’s expected utility under 
the equilibrium of the Mandatory Checks regime with divided government that satisfies 
Condition 3.2, we substitute (21) and (22) into (20), which yields: 
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Of these two equilibria, we would like to know which one gives the Voter a greater 

expected utility.  We can calculate this by subtracting (23) from (19), which yields: 
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Expression (24) is positive if q<1/2, and negative if q>1/2.  Therefore, if q<1/2 (i.e., if the 
probability of bias is low), the Voter prefers the equilibrium consistent with Condition 
3.1, while if q>1/2 (i.e., if the probability of bias is high), the Voter prefers the equilib-
rium consistent with Condition 3.2. 

Finally, observe that if neither Condition 3.1 nor Condition 3.2 is satisfied, then the 
Voter’s equilibrium utility is equivalent to the Voter’s expected utility under Unilateral 
Authority.  Specifically if TC > TP, Congress’s preferences supply the only binding con-
straint on whether the policy will be enacted, while if Tp – b/2 > TC + b/2, the President’s 
preferences supply the only binding constraint. 
 
Proof of Corollary 3.1 
 

If q≤1/2, the Voter prefers the equilibrium consistent with Condition 3.1.  In this 
equilibrium, the probability that the new policy will be enacted is: 
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Substituting in TPP

* and TC
* from (17) and (18) yields a probability of ½. 

If q≥1/2, the Voter prefers the equilibrium consistent with Condition 3.2.  In this 
equilibrium, the probability that the new policy will be enacted is: 
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Substituting in TPP

* and TC
* from (21) and (22) yields a probability of ½. 

 
Proof of Corollary 3.2 
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This is established by (19), (23), and (24) in the proof of Proposition 3. 
 
Proof of Corollary 3.3 
 

When q<½, the Voter prefers divided government to unified government when (19) is 
greater than (13).  Subtracting (13) from (19) yields: 
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For q<1/2, expression (27) is always less than or equal to zero, which implies that when 
q<1/2 and the regime is Mandatory Checks, the Voter prefers unified government. 

When q>1/2, the Voter prefers divided government to unified government when (23) 
is greater than (13).  Subtracting (13) from (23) yields: 
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Expression (28) is always positive, which implies that when q>1/2 and the regime is 
Mandatory Checks and Balances, the Voter prefers divided government. 
 
Proof of Lemma 3 
 

Consider first the case in which Congress would approve a presidential proposal to 
enact the new policy.  In this case, the President’s political support in the case of a con-
gressional veto is irrelevant, because this event never occurs in equilibrium.  The new 
policy will be enacted if and only if the President prefers enactment to no action. 

Next, consider the case in which Congress would veto a presidential proposal to enact 
the new policy.  If political support in the case of a veto is less than political support in 
case of no action, the President would never propose a policy to Congress, because the 
president can achieve the same policy outcome (x=0) with higher political support by tak-
ing no action.  Thus, lowering the President’s post-veto political support level below his 
no-action political support level can never alter the President’s behavior or the expected 
policy outcome, so the Voter never has an incentive to do so. 
 
Proof of Proposition 4 
 

From Lemma 1, we know that si(Opt-In Check, joint success) = sP(Opt-In Check, uni-
lateral  success) = 1, and si(Opt-In Check, joint failure) = sP(Opt-In Check, unilateral  
failure) = 0.  Next, let us adopt the following notational simplification: Ni = si(Opt-In 
Check, no action), and Vi = si(Opt-In Check, veto).  Further, let TU = ¼ + VP/2, TJ = ¼ + 
NP/2, and TC = ¼ + VC/2.  We will also make the tiebreaking assumption that if the Presi-
dent would like to enact the policy and Congress would approve it, the President will get 
congressional approval rather than acting unilaterally.  By Lemma 3, we know we can 
safely ignore cases in which VP<NP.  This implies that we can restrict consideration to 
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cases in which TU ≥ TJ.  Further, from Lemma 3 we also know that we can restrict atten-
tion to cases in which TC – b/2 ≥ TU. 

An unbiased Congress would uphold a proposal iff p > TC; a Hawk Congress would 
uphold a proposal iff p > TC – b/2.  An unbiased President would propose action to Con-
gress iff both Congress would approve it and p > TJ; an unbiased President would act uni-
laterally iff both Congress would veto a proposed action and p > TU.  A Hawk President 
would propose action to Congress iff both Congress would approve it and p > TJ – b/2; a 
Hawk President would act unilaterally iff both Congress would veto a proposed action 
and p > TU – b/2. 

Next, define the following two conditions: 
 

Condition 4.1: 
2
bTTT UCU −≥>  

 

Condition 4.2: 
2
bTTT CJC −≥≥  

 
If Conditions 4.1 and 4.2 are both satisfied, then: 
 

• If the President and Congress are both unbiased, then the new policy will be en-
acted (jointly) if p > TC. 

• If the President and Congress are both Hawks, then the new policy will be enacted 
(jointly) if p > TC – b/2. 

• If the President is a Hawk and Congress is unbiased, then the policy will be en-
acted if p > TU – b/2.  It will be enacted jointly if p ≥ TC, and unilaterally if TC > p 
> TU – b/2.  (This follows from Condition 4.1.) 

• If the President is unbiased and Congress is a Hawk, then the policy will be en-
acted (jointly) if p > TJ.  (This follows from Condition 4.2.) 

 
Therefore, if Conditions 4.1 and 4.2 hold, then the Voter’s expected utility is: 
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This simplifies to: 
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We can solve for the optimal TJ, TC, and TU by taking the derivative of (29) with respect 
to each of them and setting equal to zero.  Doing so yields: 
 

2
1* =JT           (30) 

 

22
1* bTU +=          (31) 
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Observe that these values are consistent with Conditions 4.1 and 4.2.  From the defini-
tions of TJ, TU, and TC, it follows that NPP

* = ½, V *
PP  = ½ + b, and VC

* = ½ + q2b/((1-q)2 + 
q2).  Substituting these optimal values into (29) yields the Voter’s expected utility in the 
Opt-In Checks equilibrium that satisfies Conditions 4.1 and 4.2: 
 

( )
( )( )22
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Finally, observe that if either Condition 4.1 or Condition 4.2 is not satisfied, then the 

Voter’s equilibrium utility is equivalent to the Voter’s expected utility under either the 
Unilateral Authority regime or the Mandatory Checks regime.  Specifically: 
 

• If TJ – b/2 ≥ TC, then Congress is irrelevant, because the President favors joint en-
actment of any policy that Congress would accept.  Because the only binding con-
straint in an equilibrium consistent with this condition is the President’s threshold 
for joint action, the Voter’s expected utility is equivalent to her expected utility 
under Unilateral Authority. 

• If TC – b/2 > TU, then the President’s willingness to act unilaterally is the only 
binding constraint on whether the new policy is enacted, since the President’s 
threshold for unilateral action is lower than Congress’s approval threshold in all 
cases.  Because the only binding constraint in an equilibrium consistent with this 
condition is the President’s threshold for unilateral action, the Voter’s expected 
utility is equivalent to her expected utility under Unilateral Authority. 

• If TU > TU – b/2 > TC > TC – b/2 ≥ TJ, then the President’s willingness to enact 
policy jointly with Congress is never a binding constraint, since any policy that 
Congress would approve, the President would be willing to enact jointly.  Con-
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gress’s willingness to approve the policy is always the binding constraint, the 
Voter’s expected utility in an equilibrium consistent with this condition is equiva-
lent to her expected utility under Unilateral Authority.   

• If TU > TC > TU – b/2 > TC – b/2 ≥ TJ, then the President’s willingness to enact 
policy jointly with Congress is never a binding constraint, since any policy that 
Congress would approve, the President would be willing to enact jointly.  The 
binding constraint is Congress’s willingness to approve the policy, except in the 
case where the President is a Hawk and Congress is unbiased, in which case the 
President’s threshold for unilateral action is the binding constraint.  Therefore, the 
Voter’s expected utility in an equilibrium consistent with this condition is equiva-
lent to her expected utility under Mandatory Checks with unified government. 

• If TU – b/2 > TC, then the President will never act unilaterally, because for any 
policy that the President would be willing to enact unilaterally, he can also enact 
this policy by going through Congress.  Therefore, the Voter’s expected utility in 
an equilibrium consistent with this condition is equivalent to her expected utility 
under Mandatory Checks with unified government. 

• If TU ≥ TJ > TC > TU – b/2 , then Congress is irrelevant, because when the Presi-
dent is a Hawk and Congress is unbiased, the President’s threshold for unilateral 
action is lower than Congress’s threshold for approval, and in all other cases Con-
gress is willing to approve anything that the President would favor enacting.  
Therefore, the Voter’s expected utility in an equilibrium consistent with this con-
dition is equivalent to her expected utility under Mandatory Checks with unified 
government. 

• If TC  > TU ≥ TJ > TC – b/2, then Congress is irrelevant, because the President’s 
threshold for unilateral action is lower than Congress’s threshold for approval, ex-
cept in the case where the President is unbiased and Congress is a Hawk, but in 
that case Congress’s threshold for approval is lower than the President’s threshold 
for joint action.  Therefore, the Voter’s expected utility in an equilibrium consis-
tent with this condition is equivalent to her expected utility under Mandatory 
Checks with unified government. 

 
We can compare the Voter’s expected utility from the Opt-In Checks and Balances 

regime to her expected utility under the Mandatory Checks and Balances regime, when 
the government is unified, by subtracting (13) from (23).  Doing so yields: 
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Because (34) is positive, and recalling from Corollary 2.2 that (13) is greater than (8), it 
follows that the Voter always prefers the equilibrium consistent with Conditions 4.1 and 
4.2 to any other equilibrium under the Opt-In Checks regime with unified government. 
 
Proof of Corollary 4.1 
 

Under the equilibrium consistent with Conditions 4.1 and 4.2, the ex ante probability 
that the new policy will be adopted is: 
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Substituting in the TC

*, TJ
*, and TU

* from (30)-(32) into (35) yields a probability of ½. 
 
Proof of Corollary 4.2 

 
This is established by (33) and (34) in the proof of Proposition 4. 

 
Proof of Proposition 5 
 

Use the same notation as in the proof of Proposition 4.  As before, from Lemma 3 we 
know we can restrict attention to cases in which TU ≥ TJ.  An unbiased Congress would 
uphold a proposed action iff p > TC; a Dove Congress would uphold a proposed action iff 
p > TC + b/2.  An unbiased President would propose action to Congress iff both Congress 
would approve it and p > TJ; an unbiased President would act unilaterally iff both Con-
gress would veto a proposed action and p > TU.  A Hawk President would propose action 
to Congress iff both Congress would approve it and p > TJ – b/2; a Hawk President 
would act unilaterally iff both Congress would veto a proposed action and p > TU – b/2. 

Next, define the following two conditions: 
 

Condition 5.1: 
222
bTTbTbTT JCUCU −≥≥−≥+≥  

 
Condition 5.2:  CJ TT ≥

 
If Conditions 5.1 and 5.2 are satisfied, then: 
 

• If the President and Congress are both unbiased, then the new policy will be en-
acted (jointly) if p > TJ. 

• If the President is a Hawk and Congress is a Dove, then the new policy will be en-
acted (jointly) if p > TU – b/2. 

• If the President is a Hawk and Congress is unbiased, then the policy will be en-
acted if p > TC. 

• If the President is unbiased and Congress is a Dove, then the policy will be en-
acted (jointly) if p > TC + b/2. 

 
Therefore, if Conditions 5.1 and 5.2 hold, then the Voter’s expected utility is: 
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This simplifies to: 
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We can solve for the optimal TJ, TC, and TU by taking the derivative of (36) with re-

spect to each of them and setting equal to zero.  Doing so yields: 
 

2
1* =JT           (37) 

 

22
1* bTU +=          (38) 

 

42
1* bTC −=          (39) 

 
Observe that these values are consistent with Conditions 5.1 and 5.2.  From the defini-
tions of TJ, TU, and TC, it follows that NPP

* = ½, V *
PP  = ½ + b, and VC

* = ½ - b/2.  Substitut-
ing the optimal values from (37), (38), and (39) into (36) yields the Voter’s expected util-
ity in the Opt-In Checks and Balances equilibrium that satisfies Conditions 5.1 and 5.2: 
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Finally, observe that if either Condition 4.1 or Condition 4.2 is not satisfied, then the 

Voter’s equilibrium utility is equivalent to the Voter’s expected utility under either the 
Unilateral Authority regime or the Mandatory Checks regime.  Specifically: 
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• If TJ – b/2 > TC, then Congress’s approval threshold never constrains, because 
Congress would be willing to approve anything that the President would be will-
ing to enact jointly.  The Voter’s utility in an equilibrium consistent with this 
condition is equivalent to her utility under the Unilateral Authority regime. 

• If TU – b/2 > TC + b/2, then the President never acts unilaterally, because Con-
gress is willing to approve any policy that the President would be willing to enact 
unilaterally.  Therefore, under this condition the Voter’s equilibrium expected 
utility is equivalent either to her expected utility under Unilateral Authority (if 
only Congress’s approval threshold, or only the President’s joint action threshold, 
provides the binding constraint) or to her expected utility under Mandatory 
Checks with divided government (if TJ > TC + b/2 > TJ – b/2 > TJ or TC + b/2 > TJ 
> TC > TJ – b/2). 

• If TC + b/2 > TU, then the binding constraint is the President’s threshold for unilat-
eral action either in all cases (if TC > TU), or in all cases except when Congress 
and the President are both unbiased (if TU > TC, which implies that Congress’s 
approval threshold binds).  The Voter’s expected utility is equivalent either to her 
expected utility under Unilateral Authority (in the former case) or to her expected 
utility under Mandatory Checks with divided government (in the latter case). 

• Finally, if Condition 5.1 holds but TC > TJ, then the President’s threshold for joint 
action (TJ) is never a binding constraint.  In this case, Congress’s threshold for ac-
tion is the binding constraint in all cases except when the President is a Hawk and 
Congress is a Dove, in which case the President’s threshold for unilateral action is 
the binding constraint.  Therefore, the Voter’s expected utility in an equilibrium 
consistent with this condition is equivalent to her expected utility under Manda-
tory Checks with divided government. 

 
To show that the equilibrium consistent with Conditions 5.1 and 5.2 is the best equi-

librium for the Voter under the Opt-In Checks regime with divided government, we can 
compare the Voter’s expected utility under this equilibrium with her expected utility un-
der Mandatory Checks with divided government.  From Proposition 4, we know that this 
requires two separate comparisons.  First, if q<1/2, we can calculate the difference be-
tween the Voter’s expected utility under Opt-In Checks and her expected utility under 
Mandatory Checks, when the government is divided, by subtracting (19) from (40).  Do-
ing so yields: 
 

( )
( ) 0
216

1 22

≥
−
−

q
bqq          (41) 

 
Next, if q>1/2, we compare the Voter’s expected utility from the Opt-In Checks regime to 
her expected utility under the Mandatory Checks regime, when the government is di-
vided, by (23) from (41).  This yields: 
 

( )
( ) 0
116

1 22

≥
+

−
q
bqq          (42) 
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Because (41) and (42) are both positive, and recalling that from Corollary 3.2 that (13) is 
greater than (8), it follows that, under the Opt-In Checks regime with divided govern-
ment, the equilibrium with the greatest expected utility for the Voter is the equilibrium 
consistent with Conditions 5.1 and 5.2. 
 
Proof of Corollary 5.1 
 

Under the equilibrium consistent with Conditions 5.1 and 5.2, the ex ante probability 
that the new policy will be adopted is: 
 

( ) ( ) ( ) ⎟
⎠
⎞

⎜
⎝
⎛ −−−+⎟

⎠
⎞

⎜
⎝
⎛ +−+−−

2
221

2
111 **2*2 bTqqbTqTq CUJ     (43) 

 
Substituting in the TC

*, TJ
*, and TU

* from (37)-(39) into (43) yields a probability of ½. 
 
Proof of Corollary 5.2: 
 

This is established by (40), (41), and (42) in the proof of Proposition 5. 
 
Proof of Corollary 5.3: 
 

We can calculate the difference in expected Voter utility under the Opt-In Checks re-
gime with divided and unified government by subtracting (33) from (41), which yields: 
 

( )( )
( )( ) 0
116

121
22

22

≤
+−
−−

−
qq

bqqq         (44) 

 
The fact that (44) is negative implies that, under the Opt-In Checks regime, the Voter’s 
expected utility is greater under unified government than under divided government. 
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