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Despite widespread attention surrounding policy formation, few study its alteration -- 
particularly through presidential unilateralism. Accordingly, this paper develops a new theory 
explaining when executive orders are amended or revoked based on their associated institutional 
and political constraints. Although both inhibit presidents’ ability to achieve the largest policy 
gains through revocations, political constraints can stifle their pursuit of ideological goals and 
institutional opportunities. Using data on executive orders issued between 1949 and 2013, I find 
empirical support for this theory. Presidents are more likely to revoke orders issued by 
ideologically distant predecessors and when facing legislative allies or gridlock. Yet, they can 
only do so when political constraints are low, i.e., high public approval, a strong economy, and 
during non-election years. As constraints mount, presidents instead make smaller changes to the 
status quo through amendments. Overall, this study demonstrates how presidents adjudicate 
between multiple policymaking strategies, while providing additional insights into policy 
duration.  
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 In 2008, then presidential candidate Barack Obama vowed to reverse a number of 

conservative policies promulgated by his predecessor, George W. Bush. Indeed, during his first 

year in office, he revoked nine Bush-era executive orders by simply issuing new ones. Among 

their many changes, these orders: closed CIA detention centers, halted enhanced interrogation, 

lifted bans on federally funded embryonic stem cell research, and bolstered labor union 

organization. Beyond complete nullification, Obama also substantively amended or superseded 

nine orders signed by Bush or Clinton related to executive salaries, advisory councils, diversity, 

and government contracting. By 2012, however, Obama made noticeably fewer unilateral 

changes, revoking only four Bush orders and one of his own, while introducing no major 

amendments or supersessions.  

Bush likewise targeted the orders of his politically opposed predecessor upon assuming 

office, though somewhat more aggressively. In 2001, he revoked twenty-five orders, 

substantively amended five, and superseded one. Twenty-two of these nullified orders were 

issued by Clinton on areas including labor unions, infrastructure, and international economic 

sanctions. Like Obama, however, Bush curtailed this vigorous targeting strategy by the end of 

his first term. Although he revoked eighteen orders in 2004, only three originated from the 

Clinton administration. Instead, most were issued by co-partisan predecessors, notably his father. 

Similarly, Bush amended nine orders, mostly from his own administration, and made no 

substantive supersessions.  

Beyond these patterns of unilateral alterations, both the Bush and Obama administrations 

faced similar transformations in their political landscapes during their first terms. Both 

encountered declining public popularity. Bush’s approval rating dropped from 67 percent to 51 

percent (2001 to 2004), while Obama’s approval decreased from 57 percent to 48 percent (2009 
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to 2012). Both presidents faced the prospects of reelection in 2001 and 2004. Interestingly, 

Obama confronted a shift from unified to divided government during his first term, while Bush’s 

party gained control of Congress by the end of 2004. Obama’s change in unilateral behavior is 

largely consistent with scholarship on the matter. That is, modern presidents should be reticent to 

engage in unilateralism under divided government, given legislative opponents are much more 

inclined to retaliate (Bolton and Thrower 2016; Chiou and Rothenberg 2017; Fine and Warber 

2006; Howell 2003). By this logic, Bush should have enjoyed the freedom to continue his active 

targeting of executive orders given his widespread co-partisan legislative support. He instead 

exercised restraint in his use of revocations, while relying more greatly on amendments. 

Regardless of these differences in congressional opposition, heightened public constraints 

remained a commonality across these administrations.  

 Altering unilateral orders is not a new phenomenon, but can be traced back to presidents 

as early as Rutherford B. Hayes. Since then, it has been employed with regularity throughout the 

twentieth century. Given its prevalence, this naturally raises the questions of why and when do 

presidents choose to revoke, amend or supersede previous executive orders? How might the 

institutional and political constraints surrounding unilateral action influence the frequency of and 

trade-offs between these strategies, particularly when presidents are attempting to maximize their 

policy goals?  

 Broadly speaking, there is a profusion of theoretical and empirical studies on the creation 

of policy, through avenues such as legislation, rulemaking, presidential orders, and judicial 

doctrine. Nonetheless, considerably less attention is devoted to explaining how long these 

policies endure and why they are altered. The studies that do consider these questions tend to 

exclusively focus on legislative policies (e.g. Berry, Burden, and Howell 2010; Maltzman and 
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Shipan 2008), rather than presidential ones. Beyond valuable descriptive accounts (Warber 

2006), Thrower (2017) provides one of the only empirical examinations of executive order 

longevity. Yet, she focuses solely on revocations without considering other avenues of alteration. 

Taken together, these varied avenues are important to simultaneously consider for understanding 

executive decision-making and its implications for policy outcomes.  

To address these limitations, this study develops a theory of when executive orders are 

revoked or amended based on presidents’ opportunities for policy gains through these alterations, 

as well as the institutional and political constraints they face when doing so. Though both types 

of constraints limit presidential power, much greater scholarly attention is given to the former, 

particularly how congressional actors influence executive unilateralism. The theory developed 

here, however, principally considers how political costs imposed by the public can also influence 

the president’s decision to alter an executive order, depending on its content and political 

environment. Specifically, I argue that presidents seek to modifty those policies in which they 

most disagree, especially those promulgated by ideologically distant predecessors – as evidenced 

by Bush and Obama in their inaugural year. The ability to pursue this strategy, however, may be 

severely hampered when contemporary presidents face high political constraints to unilateral 

action, such as low public approval, a poor economy, and a proximate election. In these cases, 

their propensity to revoke opposing orders diminishes and they must instead choose alternative 

strategies of change through less controversial amendments. Furthermore, an ideologically 

friendly Congress or an internally gridlocked legislative landscape provides presidents with the 

opportunities to make substantial shifts in policy through unilateral revocations. Yet, presidents 

with insurmountable political constraints are less able to take advantage of the opportunities 

provided by low institutional constraints. Amendments might once again provide an appealing 
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alternative for presidents seeking policy change. Taken together, I argue that the severity of 

political constraints determines presidential strategies in unilaterally altering previous policies, 

often hampering their pursuit of ideological goals and institutional opportunities. To test this 

theory, I construct a dataset of all executive orders that are issued, amended, or revoked between 

1949 and 2013, finding strong empirical support for its hypotheses. 

Overall, this study illuminates the underlying motivations and trade-offs behind 

presidential strategies in policymaking. Notably, it emphasizes the importance of political 

constraints in hindering presidential prerogatives, thus broadening the scope this scholarship 

beyond just institutional barriers. In examining the different ways presidents can alter executive 

orders, this work also calls attention to the content of orders rather than just their frequency – 

which is the common focus of previous research on unilateral policymaking. Furthermore, while 

most presidential studies examine one strategy at a time, this is one of the first to consider 

multiple ones in tandem. This approach is important to truly understanding presidential decision-

making amongst a rich and varied toolkit. Finally, this study furthers our understanding of policy 

duration in general by examining the choice between reversal and alteration.  

 

II Background 

 Similar to the creation of new policy, ideologically motivated political actors can amend 

or reverse existing policies to influence policymaking. In doing so, they can shift the status quo 

away from where the enacting coalition placed it and towards their own ideal preferred location 

instead (Horn 1995; Horn and Shepsle 1989; Shepsle 1992). Despite the important implications 

surrounding such “coalitional drift”, less scholarly attention is given to the endurance of policy 

after creation. In general, the few studies on policy duration focus on agencies (Carpenter and 



	 5	

Lewis 2004; Greasley and Hanretty 2014; Lewis 2002), federal programs (Berry, Burden, and 

Howell 2010; Corder 2004; DeLeon 1978), and legislation (Maltzman and Shipan 2008; 

Ostrander and Sievert 2014; Ragusa 2010; Ragusa and Birkhead 2015). Furthermore, 

policymaking scholars tend to singularly focus on one method of change at a time, rather than 

simultaneously considering the trade-offs between amending and terminating a previous policy. 

Almost no consideration is given to unilateral policies, which can be more easily changed by 

subsequent presidents without the explicit approval from Congress or the courts.  

 Undoubtedly, unilateral action is one of the most consequential presidential powers. 

These actions are broadly characterized as powers allowing the president to act in the absence of 

and prior to other governmental actors (Howell 2003). Although presidents have a wide range of 

unilateral actions at their disposal, one of the most important for influencing policy change are 

executive orders, i.e. directives written by the president to executive branch officials instructing 

them on how to implement and interpret the law. This is due to the recognition given to 

executive orders by the courts as a legally valid source of authority for agency action (Cooper 

2002; Thrower 2017a). As such, these orders have been widely used by presidents since the 

nineteenth century on issues ranging from economic management to foreign policy.  

Presidents cannot only issue executive orders to create new policies, but they can also use 

them to change previous ones. Particularly, existing orders can be revoked, amended, or 

superseded by any president. Revoking an executive order completely nullifies its status as a part 

of the law, essentially reverting policy back to the previous status quo. Amending an order 

maintains its legal status, thus continuing its existence as a source of authority for executive 

branch actions. There is wide variation, however, on how extensively executive orders can be 

amended. Some amendments only make minor adjustments to an order, such as correcting 
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technical errors or altering names and dates, while others can make small to large substantive 

changes – modifying the wording of a couple of sentences or paragraphs to essentially re-writing 

the entire order. Lastly, presidents can supersede – that is, suspend – the authority of a previous 

executive order, theoretically until it is (potentially) reinstated. Despite this definition, both 

scholars and presidents themselves remain unclear over how superseding an order is distinctive 

from amending or revoking it (Warber 2006). For instance, supersessions can completely change 

the meaning of a previous order or barely change a thing. In this sense, presidents can use 

supersessions to essentially revoke or amend other orders depending on how much they decide to 

change within any given order.  

Given its importance as a tool for policy change, a dearth of scholarship has been devoted 

to examining when executive orders are issued, based on a wide variety of political and 

institutional factors (e.g., Barber, Bolton, and Thrower, forthcoming; Belco and Rottinghaus 

2017; Bolton and Thrower 2016; Chiou and Rothenberg 2017; Fine and Warber 2012; Howell 

2003; Krause and Cohen 1997; Krause and Cohen 2000; Mayer 2001; Thrower 2017a). 

Considerably fewer studies, however, examine its duration prior to being amended or revoked. 

While Warber (2006) provides useful conceptualizations and descriptive data on the matter, only 

one empirical study currently examines the theoretical foundations (Thrower 2017b). Similar to 

other studies of policy duration, it focuses solely on one alteration strategy, revocations, but not 

the others. This lack of attention is surprising given the amount of variation that exists amongst 

these different strategies. Between 1949 and 2013, 50 percent of all executive orders issued were 

subsequently altered in some way – with 21 percent being amended, 31 percent revoked, and 9 

percent superseded.  
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Figure 1 shows the number of executive orders that were altered according to different 

periods of time. Though mostly unchanged, executive orders faced alterations in a given year 

about 20 percent of the time. Of these changes, most occurred in the 10 years following an 

order’s issuance (71 percent). However, changes are still made in all periods of time following 

that, though with decreasing frequency. In fact, 7 percent of all change occurred over 30 years 

after an order was first issued. To explain this variation, the following section develops a theory 

explaining when, why, and by what means executive orders are altered based upon their 

associated policy benefits and constraints.  

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

III Theory  

 What determines when an executive order is revoked or amended by subsequent 

presidents? To answer this question, I develop a theory arguing that such decisions are based 

upon the policy benefits presidents can accrue through these strategies as well as the institutional 

and political constraints they encounter when pursuing their goals. These are not mutually 

exclusive considerations, of course. Though presidents want to target the orders that are furthest 

from their preferred policies, their ability to do so is dampened when political constraints are 

heightened. Substantial political barriers can likewise inhibit presidents’ institutional 

opportunities for unilateral action. The remainder of this section discusses each of these 

considerations and their interactive relationships, while also developing hypotheses ripe for 

empirical testing. 

 

Policy Benefits of Unilateral Action 
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To commence, I assume that presidents are ideologically motivated actors seeking to 

pursue their preferred policy outcomes and that they can use executive orders to do so through 

agency implementation (Cooper 2002). In general, scholars widely recognize that presidents can 

use these orders to move the status quo towards their preferences by creating new policy (Chiou 

and Rothenberg 2014, 2017; Deering and Maltzman 1999; Howell 2003). Presidents, however 

can alter previous orders to achieve similar purposes in at least two different ways. They can 

completely revoke an order, essentially returning policy back to the previous status quo, or 

instead move it to a wide range of locations through amendments.1 Particularly, minor 

amendments, such as changes to a couple of sentences, can make small changes to the status quo 

while major overhauls to an order’s content can drastically shift the location of policy, even back 

to the original status quo. Superseding an executive order can function in much the same way as 

amendments, where presidents can re-write its content in such a way as to choose the location of 

the new status quo. For the remainder of the theory, I exclusively consider amendments and 

revocations. In the empirical analysis, I collapse supersessions into one of the former categories 

based on its content.  

Ultimately, ideologically motivated presidents should seek to change those executive 

orders in which they most disagree, in order to extract the largest policy gains. And, orders 

issued by their more ideologically distant predecessors are likely to impose the most remote 

status quos upon current presidents. Accordingly, such orders offer the most potential for 

presidents to shift policies towards their preferred outcomes and are thus more likely to be 

altered. Although presidents can either amend or revoke previous orders to pursue these changes, 

																																																								
1 Partial revocations can also serve in a similar manner as amendments – resulting in outcomes 

other than the original status quo. 
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they face limitations within the executive branch when issuing executive orders that might 

influence which alteration strategy they employ. Drafting these orders entails an often-lengthy 

bargaining process between the White House and agencies that imposes significant transaction 

costs on the administration (Rudalevige 2012, 2015). Furthermore, executive orders often deal 

with complex policy issues, requiring time and expertise amongst White House staff and 

executive branch officials. Such complexity inflicts additional costs to writing these orders.  

In general, executive orders that change previous orders in substantial ways should incur 

higher internal costs. Large changes to the status quo should involve greater coordination within 

the executive branch, taking more time to review and gain consensus across agencies. Smaller 

changes should be less contentious and labor-intensive. Amendments making only minor 

adjustments to previous orders should be less internally costly than large-scale ones that 

essentially re-write the order. Although revocations often make substantial shifts to the status 

quo, they should incur fewer costs than amendments that do the same. In the bargaining process 

over these orders, drafting new content through amendments is likely to require more time and 

coordination within the executive branch than an up or down decision to reject the order in its 

entirety. Given these differences in internal transaction costs, presidents should be more inclined 

to use revocations, rather than amendments, when pursuing large policy changes. Taken together, 

this logic leads to the first hypothesis: 

 

H1: The Ideological Targeting Hypothesis: Executive orders issued by a president 

ideologically opposed to the current one are more likely to be revoked. This effect should 

be lessened for the probability an order is amended. 
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Institutional and Political Constraints to Unilateral Action 

Both institutional and political constraints can also influence presidential decisions about 

altering previous executive orders. To begin, presidents encounter substantial barriers from 

institutional actors residing outside of the executive branch – notably, Congress and the courts. 

Presidents must rely upon discretion when unilaterally moving policy, either evoking broad 

constitutional prerogatives or specific statutory authorizations as sources of authority – the latter 

of which is generally viewed as a stronger foundation for executive action (Howell 2003; also 

see Youngstown v. Sawyer (343 U.S. 579), 1952). Executive orders that surpass discretionary 

boundaries can be overturned by the judiciary (Howell 2003), and there are certainly notable 

instances (e.g., Youngstown v. Sawyer (343 U.S. 579), 1952). Yet, executive orders are not easy 

to challenge in court. They are not reviewable under the APA and it is difficult to claim standing 

to bring suit against them. Furthermore, many argue that the courts want to avoid hearing cases 

directly involving presidential power and have the means to do so (Moe and Howell 1999; 

Howell 2003).  

Instead, scholars generally view Congress as being the primary institutional force against 

presidential unilateral power. It has the ability to limit the executive’s discretion, upon which its 

authority to issue executive orders relies upon, and often does so strategically (Epstein and 

O’Halloran 1999; Bolton and Thrower, forthcoming). Congress can also retaliate against an 

order through legislation or other means, such as oversight, appropriations, or even the 

confirmation process. In general, presidents wish to avoid issuing executive orders that will 

provoke a congressional response. Congress has the greatest incentives to retaliate against 

presidents who unilaterally move policy away from its preferred policy (Chiou and Rothenberg 

2014, 2017), which is most likely to occur when they have diverging ideological or partisan 
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preferences. Indeed, modern presidents generally issue fewer executive orders during divided 

government relative to unified government (Bolton and Thrower 2016; Chiou and Rothenberg 

2017; Howell 2003; Fine and Warber 2012). The same logic should apply when altering previous 

orders as well. Presidents may be reticent to change executive orders in ways oppositional 

congresses find less preferable to the status quo, given threats of retaliation. On the other hand, 

presidents have the greatest freedom to shift the status quo through revocations when facing an 

ideologically aligned legislature who shares their preferences. The decision to amend an order 

should be less constrained by the ideological distance from Congress. Since presidents can make 

minor to large changes with amendments, they have greater flexibility to alter the content of the 

order in such a way as to not garner the ire of legislative opponents.  

Additionally, the degree to which Congress is internally fragmented can influence 

presidential strategies for unilateral action as well. Several theoretical models of lawmaking have 

posited that Congress is unable to change status quo policies located within the gridlock interval, 

which is the region between key legislative actors (e.g. Krehbiel 1998; Chiou and Rothenberg 

2003; Woon and Cook 2015). Depending on the model, such pivots can include the chamber 

median, the majority and minority party medians, and the filibuster and veto override pivots. 

Building off Krehbiel’s (1998) seminal model of pivotal politics, Howell (2003) develops his 

own theoretical model positing that presidents will use unilateral actions to move policy within 

the gridlock interval because Congress will be unable to retaliate against them. As this interval 

expands, presidents can more easily find a preferable location within it, relative to the status quo, 

and thus unilateral action is more likely. Contractions of the gridlock interval should limit these 

opportunities.  Indeed, previous research has empirically verified these theoretical arguments 

with a variety of measures (Chiou and Rothenberg 2014; Howell 2003).  
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Congressional fragmentation should likewise influence presidents’ opportunities to move 

policy through amendments and revocations. Like any other unilateral action, these alteration 

strategies must move policies within the gridlock interval, or else be overturned by Congress. 

The width of this region may be more consequential for creating opportunities for revocation 

rather than amendments. In order for a revocation to successfully occur, presidents must prefer 

the previous status quo to the current one and it must lie within the gridlock region. Like before, 

an expansive interval makes this scenario much more likely, thus increasing the probability of 

revocations. Amendments, on the other hand, afford presidents greater flexibility in where they 

can move policy within the gridlock interval. Unlike revocations, they are not bound to one 

policy position (i.e., the status quo) that must be within this interval when changing policy. 

Presidents have much more options in selecting a preferable location within the gridlock interval 

when making amendments.  As such, contractions in the gridlock interval should not limit the 

opportunities to amend orders to the same degree as it does to revoke them.  

Taken together, an ideologically opposed Congress or a relatively small gridlock interval 

can impose barriers on presidents trying to shift the status quo through revocations. When these 

institutional constraints are low, presidents have greater opportunities for larger policy change 

with less risk of congressional opposition. Since presidents can better alter the degree of change 

they impose with amendments, this strategy should be less influenced by institutional constraints. 

As such, the second hypothesis states: 

H2: The Institutional Constraints Hypothesis: Executive orders are more likely to be 

revoked by presidents facing lower institutional constraints. Executive order amendments 

should be less constrained by institutional factors.  
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Though studies of presidential unilateralism largely focus on these institutional actors, 

many scholars highlight their limitations in effectively constraining executive actions – mostly 

due to problems with collective action and enforcement (Moe and Howell 1999). Indeed, some 

argue that political costs imposed by the public can serve as the greatest constraint on unilateral 

power, given the weaknesses of institutional checks (Posner and Vermeule 2012). Decades of 

research have established that presidents are dependent upon favorable public opinion to achieve 

their legislative goals (Bond and Fleisher 1990; Beckmann 2010; Canes-Wrone 2006; Neustadt 

1960; Rivers and Rose 1985). More recent scholarship has stressed the importance of public 

opinion on unilateralism as well, using survey data. Although some find that the public is 

inherently skeptical of unilateral actions (Reeves and Rogowski 2015, 2017), these opinions are 

also found to be conditional on a number of factors, such as partisan cues and policy preferences 

(Christenson and Kriner 2016, 2017), but most notably by public evaluations of the president. In 

fact, Reeves and Rogowski (2015) show that high presidential approval increases public support 

for unilateral action. This relationship can be reciprocal, with the use of unilateral actions 

resulting in negative policy and politician evaluations from the public (Reeves and Rogowski 

2016).  

The degree to which political constraints are felt can greatly vary. For instance, 

presidents who enjoy strong public approval are usually given greater latitude in achieving their 

policy agendas. They may be somewhat shielded from the backlash incurred by large shifts in the 

status quo and they are more likely to garner congressional support given shared electoral 

incentives. Additionally, presidents who are up for reelection may be more sensitive to political 

constraints given that the public and media are paying more attention to their actions, which 

could cost them or members of their party the election. More drastic shifts away from the status 
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quo should invoke greater political costs. Such changes are more likely to affect particular 

groups, thus provoking negative responses from inter-institutional political opponents and 

interest groups. Major unilateral changes are also more likely to garner widespread media 

attention as well, thus increasing the chances of public backlash. Thus, the third hypothesis 

states:  

H3: The Political Constraints Hypothesis: Executive orders are more likely to be 

revoked by presidents facing lower political constraints. Executive order amendments 

should be less constrained by political factors. 

 

The Moderating Effects of Political Constraints 

Taken together, both institutional and political constraints are important for influencing 

strategies of unilateralism. Yet, Posner and Vermeule (2012) argue that the public is the most 

effective check against executive power and, in fact, constraints imposed by Congress on the 

executive branch are most powerful when it is able to dampen the public’s support of the 

president. Not only can negative public opinion increase political costs, but it can increase 

institutional ones by mobilizing opposition from Congress (Christenson and Kriner 2015) and the 

courts -- who are more likely to overturn the actions of an unpopular president ((Ducat and 

Dudley 1989; Howell 2003; Yates 2002; Yates and Whitford 1998). These findings have 

implications for the ways in which presidents pursue unilateralism.  

Given the importance of the public as a check on executive power, presidents may 

require sufficiently low political constraints in order to impose large shifts to the status quo 

policy. Without this necessary condition, congressional factors (e.g. ideological distance and 

fragmentation) may play little role in presidents’ unilateral strategies. Though presidents have 
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more freedom to act unilaterally when the gridlock interval is expanded, they may be unable to 

act upon those institutional opportunities if their public opinion has soured. Likewise, even 

though Congress is less likely to retaliate against executive orders based on ideological 

alignments, it may have incentives to impose costs on the president for political reasons given 

legislators’ desire to cater to their constituencies. Congress may be more inclined to reject the 

president’s legislative or administrative agenda. Furthermore, in these situations, the public can 

impose direct costs on the president – punishing her or her party electorally. As previously 

argued, amendments are less sensitive to institutional and political constraints and thus should be 

less affected by this conditional relationship.  

 

H4: The Conditional Constraints Hypothesis: The effects of institutional constraints 

on revocations are dampened as political constraints increase.  

 

 Political constraints not only hinder the institutional opportunities for unilateral action, 

but they may also inhibit presidents’ ability to target executive orders issued by ideologically 

opposing presidents as a strategy for obtaining the greatest policy gains. As previously 

mentioned, unpopular presidents face difficulties in rallying public support for their legislative 

and unilateral agendas, which consequently can mobilize opposition from the other branches of 

government and give presidents less discretionary leeway to act. This has implications for 

preventing presidents from making extensive changes to the status quo by altering previous 

orders. Thus, presidents facing high political costs should have difficulties in revoking previous 

orders. In light of this restricted discretion, presidents who still wish to change previous 

unilateral policies can more readily do so with smaller changes to the status quo. To this end, 
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presidents can amend -- rather than revoke – the orders of ideologically distant predecessors. 

Such amendments can move distant status quo policies towards the current president’s preferred 

outcome, but in less drastic ways so as not to garner negative backlash. However, this strategy 

could still be costly since it might require a considerable amount of discretion to move policies 

far enough towards their ideal locations.  

Alternatively, presidents can amend orders issued by more ideologically proximate 

presidents who likely imposed a status quo that is relatively closer to the current president’s 

preferred location. Because these policies are close enough, presidents can still make marginal 

gains towards their ideal outcomes by making smaller changes to the status quo that require less 

discretion and political capital. Thus, these policy changes would be less susceptible to public 

and institutional opposition. Either way, amendments can serve as an appealing way for 

presidents to make marginal changes to the status quo, in relation to revocations, without 

incurring substantial costs. Thus, amendments can serve as the next best strategy to revocations 

when political costs are already heightened.  

H5: The Conditional Ideological Targeting Hypothesis: Presidents facing high 

political costs are less likely to use revocations for ideological targeting, but more likely 

to use amendments.  

 

IV Data and Methods 

Data and Dependent Variable 
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To test the theory’s hypotheses, I use a dataset of executive orders issued between 1949 

and 2013.2 I omit orders used for ceremonial purposes, such as the creation of flags, seals or 

medals, given that these orders are the least likely to be substantively changed. Using the 

Federal Register’s executive order disposition tables, maintained by the National Archives,3 I 

collect information on whether and when an executive order is amended, revoked, or superseded 

to create a dataset with executive order-year as the unit of observation.  

I construct two separate dependent variables: an indicator for when an executive order is 

amended (Probability Amended) and another one for when it is revoked (Probability Revoked). 

For both dependent variables, an order enters the dataset in the year that it was issued and is 

assigned a value of 0 in every year that it is not altered.  

When an executive order is substantively amended, it is given the value of 1 for that year 

and then returns to a 0 in the following years until another alteration occurs (Probability 

Amended). This variable only includes instances when an order undergoes meaningful change 

and thus omits technical or grammatical corrections, date or numerical changes, or updating the 

names of individuals or agencies. If an order is revoked in its entirety, it is assigned a 1 in that 

year and then exits the dataset afterwards (Probability Revoked). An order retains the value of 0 

in every year if it is not amended or revoked. 

																																																								
2 This is a reasonable starting point given the difficulties in obtaining texts of earlier orders with 

the added benefit of not having to account for the flurry of unilateral changes occurring in the 

previous decades (e.g. the Great Depression, WWII, executive branch reorganization) that may 

require separate theorizing. 

3 https://www.archives.gov/federal-register/executive-orders/disposition 
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Beyond these categorizations of amendments and revocations identified by Federal 

Register, there are a number of other instances where orders can be effectively amended or 

revoked that I consider in the construction of these dependent variables. In particular, I read 

every case of an order being superseded, amended, or partially revoked to determine the extent to 

which the status quo is changed.  

In the case of supersessions, I eliminate instances where a superseding order made only 

very minor changes to the previous order, similar to those previously discussed for minor 

amendments. Many of those that were eliminated related to adjusting pay schedules for inflation 

and extending deadlines. Next, I identified cases where superseding an order functioned like a 

revocation in that it completely rejected the content of a previous order. This often included 

orders eliminating authority given to an agency, terminating an agency, completely deleting 

language added in a previous order, or replacing a policy or program in its entirety. Such cases 

were included in the revocation variable, while the remainder of the cases is included in the 

amendment variable.  

In general, the majority of orders that superseded previous ones completely re-printed the 

text of the original order, but made adjustments to the language. This could entail deleting or 

adding a section or rewording its language. In contrast, those cases nominally referred to as 

amendments usually forgo reprinting the entire text, but instead just focused on a particular 

section it amended or added. Practically speaking, both of these instances serve to move the 

status quo through incremental changes, and are thus treated as amendments in the analysis.  

Similarly, partial revocations are treated as amendments in the analysis, given that they 

usually are devoted to reversing only parts of the order but not the whole. However, I did 

identify cases where a partial revocation actually rejected the entire order and are hence included 
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as full revocations in the analysis. Similar to supersessions and amendments, I do not include 

those partial revocations that relate to minor, technical, or other non-substantive changes. 

Finally, there are a handful of orders identified as amendments that actually serve as revocations 

because of the degree to which they reject the authority of the previous order. These cases are 

also coded as revocations. 

In sum, Probability Amended is coded as 1 if the order is substantively, but not fully, 

changed. This can include substantive amendments, supersessions, and partial revocations. 

Probability Revoked is coded as 1 if the order is rejected in its entirety. This includes full 

revocations as well as supersessions, amendments, and partial revocations reject the entire 

content of the previous order. Note, only executive orders that are fully revoked – as identified 

by the Federal Register – exit the dataset.  

Of the 3,635 executive orders in the dataset, 1,078 were fully revoked (29.6%), 53 were 

partially revoked (1.5%), 247 were superseded (6.8%), and 277 were amended (7.6%). These 

numbers only include substantive changes. Of course, executive orders can be superseded, 

amended, or partially revoked multiple times throughout its tenure, as reflected in the expanded 

dataset. In all, there were 820 of these instances, 107 of which were counted as revocations and 

713 were counted as amendments.  

I use bivariate probit models to simultaneously estimate the probability of an order being 

amended and the probability of it being revoked. This model accounts for the possibility that 

these two decisions are correlated in its estimation. This is important to consider given that 

presidents are likely weighing all alternatives when deciding whether to use one particular 

strategy. Since a given executive order could feasibly be amended and revoked in the same year, 
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these categories are not mutually exclusive. Thus, this makes other models using this 

assumption, such as the multinomial logit and probit, somewhat inappropriate for this context.4 

 

Independent Variables 

Ideological Targeting. To test the first hypothesis, I measure the absolute distance 

between ideal points of the current president and the issuing president, using DW-NOMINATE 

scores (D(Issuing President, Current President)). 

Institutional Constraints. I include two variables measuring the institutional constraints 

imposed by Congress to test the second hypothesis. First, I measure the absolute ideological 

distance between the current median of Congress (averaged across both chambers) and the 

president with DW-NOMINATE scores (D(Current President, Current Congress)). Second, I 

use Woon and Cook’s (2015) measure of the gridlock interval (Current Gridlock), estimated 

with structural models accounting for changes in the status quo over time. Although they 

estimate gridlock intervals from different models of lawmaking using Common Space Scores, I 

utilize the one calculated from the agenda-setting model since they find it to be the best overall 

predictor of legislative productivity. In this model, the pivotal endpoints of the gridlock interval 

are the majority party median and either the filibuster or veto pivot – reflecting the positive 

agenda setting role the majority party plays in legislative action.5 

																																																								
4 The results of the empirical analysis are robust to using multinomial logit, multnomial probit, 

and generalized ordered logit models.  

5 The results of the analysis are consistent when using alternative measures of the gridlock 

interval based on other theories of lawmaking (non-partisan, party gatekeeping, party unity) 

estimated by Woon and Cook (2015).  
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Political Constraints. For the third hypothesis, I use three measures of political 

constraints. To measure public sentiment towards the sitting president, I use the percentage of 

Gallup poll respondents who did not approve of the president’s performance, aggregated by year 

(Current President Disapproval). Alternatively, presidents also face greater political constraints 

during election years when they are under the most scrutiny and have the most incentives to 

respond to public opinion. As such, Current Election Year is coded as 1 if the year corresponds 

to a presidential election and 0 otherwise. Finally, since economic hardships can decrease public 

opinion (e.g. Mueller 1960) and inhibit their legislative agendas (Beckmann 2010), presidents 

face increased constraints during these times as well. I measure the current economic climate by 

including the yearly-aggregated inflation rate (Current Inflation).  

Interactions. I interact my primary measure of political constraints (Current President 

Disapproval) with each measure of institutional constraints (D(Current President, Current 

Congress) and Current Gridlock) to test the conditional relationship posited in the third 

hypothesis. For the final hypothesis, I include interactions between D(Issuing President, Current 

President) with each of measure of political constraints (Current President Disapproval, Current 

Election Year, Current Inflation), yielding five different interactive measures.  

Time-Varying Controls. Additionally, I include a number of other variables capturing the 

current political environment that may influence the use of executive power. Given some studies 

have found presidents can adjust their unilateral strategies at the beginning and end of their 

terms, I include indicator variables for these times (Current Administration Change and Current 

End of Term). Similarly, many political constraints may change during a president’s term in 

predictable ways. Presidential popularity, for instance, typically declines throughout a 

presidential term. Presidents likely lose seats at midterm elections that could result in shifts in the 
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ideological orientation of Congress. To ensure these patterns are not driving the results, I include 

a within-presidency counter (Current Presidential Term Trend). This trend variable is coded as 1 

in the first year of a presidency, 2 in the second year, and so on. 

I include an indicator for instances of war (Current War) to account for the fact that 

presidents may be more inclined to act unilaterally in response to international crises. Next, I use 

the logged number of executive orders issued that year (Logged Orders Issued) to account for the 

total level of unilateral activity at the time. Furthermore, I use the logged age of the executive 

order to account for the possibility that presidential unilateral strategies can change over time 

(Logged EO Age). Finally, I include fixed effects for the current president to account for the 

idiosyncrasies of individual presidents that may influence their patterns of unilateralism. 

Time-Invariant Controls. In addition to these time-varying conditions, there could be a 

number of time-invariant factors surrounding an executive order that could also influence 

whether it is ultimately changed. First, Thrower (2017b) argues that executive orders created 

under ideological division, based on statutory rather than constitutional authority, and related to 

non-foreign policy all have a lower probability of revocation given that they are less likely to be 

opposed by subsequent presidents who view their content as less controversial or more moderate. 

These factors may also affect the probability of amending, but perhaps in the opposite direction 

given their trade-offs. As such, I measure D(Issuing President, Congress) as the absolute 

distance between the issuing president’s ideal point and the chamber-averaged median in 

Congress at the time of issuance, using DW-NOMINATE scores. For similar reasons we include 

the gridlock interval from the agenda setting model, estimated by Woon and Cook (2015), from 

the Congress at the time the executive order was issued (Issuing Gridlock). Following previous 

research (Howell 2003; Thrower 2017), Recent Statutory Authority is measured as 1 if the 
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executive order cites a statute passed within the preceding year and 0 otherwise (i.e. 

constitutional authority or older statutes). Relatedly, I measure the issue area of the order by 

using an indicator variable for whether it is related to foreign policy (Foreign Policy). 

Next, the salience of an executive order could determine whether it is overturned. As 

such, I measure whether the order is mentioned in the New York Times (NY Times). Similarly, I 

control for the complexity of the order by using the logged number of words as a proxy (Logged 

Words). Next, executive orders created under distress could be subject to future change. As such, 

I include an indicator variable if the executive order was created during war (War) and the 

inflation rate at the time of its issuance (Inflation). Relatedly, I include the president’s 

disapproval at the time of order issuance (President Disapproval) and whether it was created 

during an election year (Election Year). Next, I control for orders issued at the beginning and the 

end of an administration (Administration Change and End Term) as well as a trend variable 

within each presidency (Issuing Presidential Term Trend). Finally, I include fixed effects for the 

issuing president.  

 

V Results 

Baseline Model: Ideological Targeting, Institutional and Political Constraints 

Table 1 shows the results of the bivariate probit analysis for the baseline model with the 

probability of amendment in the first column and revocations in the second. Positive coefficients 

correspond to an increased probability of one of these changes, while negative coefficients 

correspond to decreased probabilities. The analysis reveals that presidents are more likely to alter 

an executive order that was issued by an ideologically distant president, consistent with the 

Ideological Targeting Hypothesis. A standard deviation increase in D(Issuing President, Current 
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President) raises the probability of revocations by 0.1%. Although this effect is positive for 

amendments, it fails to reach statistical significance. This finding is also in line with the first 

hypothesis, which posits that ideological targeting should be more pronounced for revocations.  

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

Consistent with the Institutional Constraints Hypothesis, presidents facing congressional 

obstacles are less likely to alter a previous executive order and, as expected, this effect is most 

prevalent for revocations. Current presidents are less likely to revoke an executive order at any 

given point in time when encountering an ideologically opposed Congress or as the gridlock 

interval decreases. Particularly, a standard deviation increase in D(Current President, Current 

Congress) is associated with a 2.4% decrease in the probability of revocation, while an 

analogous increase in congressional gridlock corresponds to a 0.7% increase in this probability. 

In comparison, amendments are less susceptible to these institutional constraints. Although the 

current president’s ideological distance to Congress has no bearing on her strategy for 

amendments, the results reveal that declining gridlock may actually incentivize presidents to 

amend rather than revoke orders. Here, presidents have more opportunities to find favorable 

locations for policies within the gridlock interval when imposing relatively smaller changes to 

the status quo with amendments. Indeed, a standard deviation increase in Current Gridlock 

corresponds to a 0.2% reduction in the probability an order is amended.  

Likewise, political constraints also limit a president’s ability to revoke, but not amend, 

executive orders – as posited by the Political Constraints Hypothesis. Particularly, a unit increase 

in the president’s public disapproval rating corresponds to a 0.4% decrease in the probability of 

an order being revoked in that year, but is not significantly related to the chances of it being 

amended. Similarly, orders are 1.5% less likely to be revoked during election years. Though the 
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coefficient is also negative for amendments, it fails to reach statistical significance. Furthermore, 

presidents governing under poor economies are also generally less likely to unilaterally change 

previous executive orders. In fact, a unit increase in inflation corresponds to a 0.3% decrease in 

the probability an order is revoked. Interestingly, this effect is negative, but statistically 

insignificant for amendments.  

In summary, both political and institutional constraints decrease the likelihood that the 

current president revokes an executive order at any given moment in time. Consistent with the 

theory, these effects are weaker in the case of amendments, since presidents can tailor them to 

make less drastic changes to the status quo. In some cases, presidents can choose to rely more on 

amendments when these costs are high, as a way to get some policy gains – if not minor.  

With respect to the time-varying control variables, as presidents issue more overall 

executive orders in a given year (Logged EOs Issued), they are more inclined to amend an order.  

Presidents are also more likely to revoke an order during war, suggesting an increase in their 

power during these times (Howell et al. 2013). Furthermore, presidents at the beginning of their 

term following a previous opposing administration are significant more likely to amend an 

executive order. The probability of revocation is heightened in the final year of a president’s 

term, while the likelihood of an amendment is lessened. Executive orders are more likely to be 

revoked as the president’s term endures. Finally, the occurrence of revocations tends to decrease 

over the life of an executive order, consistent with Figure 1.  

There are also a number of characteristics about a specific executive order that influence 

its likelihood of being amended or revoked. Consistent with Thrower (2017b), an executive order 

is more likely to be revoked if its content is more controversial or ideologically extreme. In 

particular, executive orders issued under greater ideological interbranch conflict are less likely to 



	 26	

be revoked, but more likely to be amended. However, this effect is only statistically significant 

for amendments. These results are consistent with scholarly arguments that policies created 

under inter-branch conflict reflect policy compromises (Chiou and Rothenberg 2014, 2017; 

Howell 2003) and thus more moderate, bipartisan, and higher in quality than those created under 

unity (Thorson 1998; Weatherford 1993). As such, these policies should be less likely to be 

drastically altered by future political coalitions (Niskanen 2003; Ragusa 2010; Thrower 2017b). 

Similarly, I find that orders based on statutory authority are also less likely to be revoked, but 

more likely to be amended. These results are consistent with arguments that these orders are less 

controversial and make less extreme changes to the status quo than ones based on ambiguous 

constitutional authority (Thrower 2017b). Given that they are also based on strong authority, 

foreign policy orders are less likely to be revoked than domestic ones. This effect is reversed for 

amendments. 

 There are, however, some commonalities between these two strategies. First, longer 

orders are significantly more likely to be amended and revoked by subsequent presidents – 

consistent with previous arguments that their complexity allows for more opportunities for 

change (Maltzman and Shipan 2008). Second, executive orders mentioned in The New York 

Times are more vulnerable to amendments, suggesting salience can lead to future revisions 

(Warber 2006). Furthermore, executive orders that are issued in later years are less likely to be 

revoked, while those issued during war are more likely to be amended. Finally, orders signed by 

unpopular presidents and during election years are more susceptible to revocations, suggesting 

that it may be easier to eliminate orders by presidents who faced high political costs. 

 

The Interactive Effects between Political and Institutional Constraints 
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 As demonstrated by the results in Table 1, both political and institutional constraints can 

influence the president’s strategies for altering previous unilateral actions. In the sections to 

follow, I explore the ways in which political constraints can inhibit presidents from pursuing 

policy gains through institutional opportunities and ideological targeting.  

 I begin by testing the Conditional Institutional Constraints Hypothesis, which predicts 

that political constraints should moderate the effects of institutional factors. While presidents 

facing ideologically aligned congresses and expansive gridlock intervals inherit greater 

opportunities for unilateral change, they are only able to capitalize on these opportunities if they 

have sufficiently low political constraints. When such political barriers are elevated, these 

congressional factors will play less of a role in presidential strategies of unilateral alteration. To 

test this prediction, we interact Current Presidential Disapproval with both Current Gridlock 

and D(Current President, Current Congress) in Table 2. For ease of interpretation, I depict these 

interactive effects in Figure 2. The top row of this figure shows the marginal effects of 

D(Current President, Current Congress) on the probability an executive order is amended (left 

panel) and revoked (right panel), as the disapproval rating of the current president increases 

along the x-axis. The bottom row illustrates the analogous marginal effects for Current Gridlock.  

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

Conditional relationships exist in both cases, with opposite effects for amendments versus 

revocations. When presidential disapproval is at its lowest level in the dataset (24%), a standard 

deviation increase in gridlock increases the probability that an executive order is revoked by 

1.7% but decreases the probability that it is amended by 0.4% – consistent with the results under 

the baseline model. As presidents become increasingly unpopular, the effect of gridlock on 
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executive order alteration is dampened. In fact, at the highest levels of disapproval (74%), 

gridlock does not significantly affect either alteration strategy. Expansive gridlock intervals, 

then, only create opportunities for policy change when presidents are empowered by favorable 

public opinion. During these times, presidents rely more on revocations, and less so on 

amendments, to make large policy gains. Amidst mounting public opposition, however, 

institutional factors become less salient to presidential strategies. 

Similar results emerge when examining the interaction between Current Presidential 

Disapproval and D(Current President, Current Congress). Revocations are once again more 

influenced by congressional factors when presidents hold a more favorable position with the 

public. At low levels of disapproval, a standard deviation increase in president-Congress distance 

leads to a 3.4% decrease in the chances of an order being revoked. Put differently, presidents see 

more opportunities for revocation when ideologically aligned with Congress. Yet, this effect 

lessens as a president’s approval deteriorates. When disapproval of the president is at 74%, a 

standard deviation increase in D(Current President, Current Congress) only decreases the 

probability of revocation by a lesser amount – 1.2%. There does not appear to be strong 

interactive effects between these two variables on the probability of amendments, consistent with 

the theoretical expectations.  

 

The Interactive Effects of Political Constraints and Ideological Targeting 

 Not only do political constraints impact the degree to which congressional barriers 

influence executive unilateralism, but they can also inhibit the president’s ability to pursue large 

policy gains through the ideological targeting of opposing president’s executive orders -- as 

hypothesized by the Conditional Ideological Targeting Hypothesis. To test this final hypothesis, 
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I examine models with interactions between these variables of interest in Table 3. The results are 

graphically depicted in Figure 3. Specifically, each panel shows the average marginal effect of 

D(Issuing President, Current President) on the probability of an executive order being amended 

(column 1) or revoked (column 2) based on varying levels of political constraints on the x-axis 

moving from low to high. Each row interacts D(Issuing President, Current President) with a 

different measure of political constraints: Current President Disapproval (row 1), Current 

Inflation (row 2), and Current Election Year (row 3).  

[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE] 

 [FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

When presidential disapproval is at its lowest, as depicted in panels a and b, increases in 

D(Issuing President, Current President) correspond to decreases in the probability that an order 

is amended or revoked. Yet, this effect is greater for revocations. Specifically, when only 24% 

disapprove of the current president, the probability she alters a previous order increases by 0.7% 

for revocations and 0.2% for amendments for every one standard deviation in D(Issuing 

President, Current President). As presidents become increasingly unpopular, their propensity to 

alter these opposing orders diminishes. In fact, at the highest levels of public dissatisfaction 

(74%), presidents are no more likely to revoke orders issued by ideological foes than allies. 

However, presidents do become significantly less likely to amend orders issued by their 

opponents. In fact, a standard deviation increase in presidential distance corresponds to a 0.3% 

decreased probability of a revocation. Put differently, presidents are opting to amend orders 

issued by ideological allies rather than foes. This supports the theory’s argument that when 

political constraints are high, presidents make smaller changes to the status quo since they are 

amending policies that are closer to their preferred position. Taken together, these results suggest 
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that increased political constraints inhibit the ability of presidents to revoke oppositional policies. 

Instead, they must find alternative means to change the status quo.  

I find similar patterns when examining inflation in panels c and d. At the lowest levels of 

inflation (-0.01%), a standard deviation increase in D(Issuing President, Current President) 

increases the likelihood of being revoked and amended by about 0.6% and 0.1%, respectively. 

As inflation increases, it becomes costlier to change executive orders and thus this effect 

diminishes completely. When inflation is at its peak (14.3%), the ideology of the previous 

president does not significantly influence the onset of revocations. However, a standard deviation 

increase in presidential distance decreases the probability of an order being amended by 0.3%. In 

other words, presidents are choosing to amend ideologically closer orders instead. Again, this 

suggests that political constraints influence the incentives for altering executive orders and 

diminishes the ability of presidents to make large policy changes.  

Finally, panels e and f examines the effects of presidential ideological distance during 

election and non-election years. During non-election years, presidents are no more likely to 

amend or alter an executive order. In the midst of presidential election, however, presidents are 

0.2% more likely to amend oppositional orders during these times, but 0.2% less likely to revoke 

them. Thus, it appears that when political costs are heightened during election years, presidents 

tend to use more amendments than revocations to achieve their political goals. In this case, they 

make slightly greater shifts to the status quo by amending opposing presidential orders, but they 

still avoid making the largest changes through revocations. Instead, they opt to revoke orders 

issued by more aligned presidents.  

Overall, the results of this analysis support The Conditional Ideological Targeting 

Hypothesis. When presidents face low political constraints, they are better able to pursue their 
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political goals by revising executive orders issued by ideologically opposed. Revocations are an 

especially appealing strategy since it induces the largest policy changes at relatively lower 

internal costs than amendments. However, as political constraints mount, it becomes increasingly 

difficult for presidents to ideologically target orders in this way. They instead rely on less 

politically costly strategies (i.e. amendments) to make smaller policy changes. Consistent with 

the previous arguments, we might expect that political constraints play a larger hindrance to 

presidents’ pursuit of policy goals through ideological targeting as compared to institutional 

constraints. To test this contention, I interact D(Issuing President, Current President) with both 

Current Gridlock and D(Current President, Current Congress) in Table 4. These interactions are 

insignificant across all models, demonstrating that institutional constraints do not inhibit 

presidential unilateral strategies in the same ways as political constraints and providing further 

credence to the theoretical arguments.  

[TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE] 

 

VI  Discussion and Conclusion 

 Policy creation is not the only way presidents can use executive orders to pursue their 

ideological goals. Instead, they can institute a considerable amount of change by amending and 

revoking the orders of previous presidents. However, institutional and political constraints 

impose familiar limitations on the use of these two strategies, creating trade-offs between them. 

With these trade-offs in mind, this paper develops a new theory of executive order alteration 

based on these constraints to moving the status quo to predict whether, how, and when such 

change occurs. Empirically testing these predictions, I find strong support for the theory. As 

expected, both institutional and political constraints decrease the chances that presidents will 
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revoke executive orders. Amendments are less affected by these constraints and indeed 

presidents often use them to make smaller changes in lieu of revocations when faced with such 

barriers. Further, I find that the latter type of constraint is more damaging for the pursuit of the 

president’s policy goals. That is, high political constraints – i.e. high inflation, low approval, and 

election years – hinder the president from changing previous orders issued by ideologically 

distant presidents with revocations. Furthermore, favorable institutional situations – i.e. high 

gridlock and ideologically aligned congresses – will only provide opportunities for large 

unilateral shifts in policy when presidents also inherit low political constraints. Additionally, 

presidents often rely on amendments to pursue their ideological goals when combating political 

barriers by making smaller changes to the status quo that run less of a risk of inducing unsavory 

backlash. 

 Overall, this study enhances the literature on unilateral politics in a number of ways. 

First, it recognizes that presidents can pursue a number of strategies to influence policy and 

explores the trade-offs between a few of them. While an increasing number of studies certainly 

recognize the variety of presidential tools, few study them in conjunction or develop theoretical 

explanations for why presidents may choose one strategy over the other. Second, it highlights the 

limiting effects of political constriaints on unilateralism, while most studies largely focus on 

institutional constraints. As this study suggests, both political and institutional barriers are 

important in shaping unilateralism, with these results highlighting the particular importance of 

the former. 

Though there is a growing literature exploring the effects of unilateralism on public 

opinion, few consider how political costs can shape the use of unilateral actions. The studies that 

do control for these factors tend to find results that are ostensibly in conflict with the ones that 
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are found here. That is, presidents tend to actually issue more executive orders when the 

economy is performing poorly, when presidential approval is low, and during election years 

(Bolton and Thrower 2016; Fine and Warber 2012; Krause and Cohen 1997; Krause and Cohen 

2000; Mayer 1999a, 1999b; Mayer and Price 2002; Rottinghaus and Warber 2015) – suggesting 

that unilateralism is not inhibited by political constraints, contrary to my findings. However, 

consistent with my argument, it could be the case that presidents may shift the use of one type of 

order for another when facing these constraints. However, more research is needed in this area to 

flesh out the differentiating effects.   

Beyond presidential power, this study also furthers our understanding of separation of 

powers politics more generally. While this literature more broadly focuses its attention on policy 

creation, this study offers one of the few examinations of policy duration and alteration, 

especially for presidential unilateralism. Furthermore, these studies tend to focus on one strategy 

at a time, i.e. either amendments or revocations, while this study is one of the only to consider 

them in conjunction. Such an examination is critical for understanding the trade-offs existing 

between the varied means of policy change and can enhance our knowledge of how political 

actors choose to pursue their ideological goals when weighing the multiple avenues available to 

them. 
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Tables and Figures in the Paper 

Table 1: Baseline Model 

  Pr (Amended) Pr (Revoked) 

Time-Changing Political Covariates     

Current Public Disapproval -0.07 (0.30) -1.43 (0.23)*** 

Current Election Year -0.03 (0.06) -0.49 (0.06)*** 

Current Inflation 1.34 (1.15) -4.04 (0.89)*** 

D(Issuing President, Current President) -0.03 (0.05) 0.13 (0.03)*** 

D(Current President, Current Congress) 0.10 (0.43) -3.96 (0.47)*** 

Current Gridlock -0.96 (0.50)* 1.84 (0.50)*** 

Logged EOs Issued 0.29 (0.14)** 0.02 (0.13) 

Current Administration Change 0.12 (0.07)* 0.06 (0.06) 

Current End Term -0.23 (0.09)** 0.57 (0.09)*** 

Current War -0.01 (0.08) 0.25 (0.09)*** 

Logged EO Age 0.03 (0.04) -0.10 (0.03)*** 

Current Presidential Term Trend -0.01 (0.02) 0.10 (0.01)*** 

   

EO-Specific Characteristics     

D(Issuing President, Issuing Congress) 0.80 (0.46)* -0.46 (0.35) 

Issuing Gridlock -0.14 (0.45) -0.34 (0.34) 

Recent Statutory Authority 0.17 (0.04)*** -0.12 (0.04)*** 

Foreign Policy 0.23 (0.04)*** -0.09 (0.03)*** 

NY Times Mention 0.10 (0.04)** 0.08 (0.03)*** 

Logged Words 0.41 (0.01)*** 0.10 (0.01)*** 

War 0.08 (0.06) -0.08 (0.05)* 

Inflation -1.09 (1.07) -0.07 (0.85) 

Public Disapproval 0.61 (0.31)** 0.54 (0.24)** 

Election Year 0.08 (0.06) 0.18 (0.05)*** 

Administration Change -0.06 (0.07) 0.07 (0.05) 

End Term 0.01 (0.08) -0.29 (0.06)*** 

Issuing Presidential Term Trend -0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.01) 

   

Log-likelihood -8276.92 -8276.92 

N 87,516 87,516 

Presidential Fixed Effects YES YES 
Coefficients from bivariate probit regression, with robust standard errors in parenthesis and presidential fixed effects 

(not shown). Two tailed tests, *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01. 
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Table 2: The Conditional Effects of Political and Institutional Constraints 

  Pr (Amended) Pr (Revoked) Pr (Amended) Pr (Revoked) 

Time-Changing Political Covariates       

Current Public Disapproval -2.19 (0.88)** 0.46 (0.81) -1.82 (0.97)* -0.12 (0.61) 

Current Election Year -0.03 (0.06) -0.48 (0.05)*** -0.05 (0.06) -0.47 (0.05)*** 

Current Inflation 1.94 (1.18)* -4.69 (0.93)*** 1.58 (1.16) -4.55 (0.95)*** 

D(Issuing President, Current President) -0.03 (0.05) 0.13 (0.03)*** -0.03 (0.05) 0.13 (0.03)*** 

D(Current President, Current Congress) -0.26 (0.45) -3.78 (0.47)*** -0.93 (0.70) -2.57 (0.68)*** 

Current Gridlock -2.55 (0.81)*** 3.30 (0.85)*** -0.99 (0.50)** 1.74 (0.49)*** 
Current Public Disapproval x Current 
Gridlock 4.04 (1.60)** -3.66 (1.52)**   
Current Public Disapproval x D(Current 
President, Current Congress)   1.82 (0.97)* -2.26 (0.95)*** 

Logged EOs Issued 0.28 (0.15)* 0.08 (0.13) 0.27 (0.15)* 0.09 (0.14) 

Current Administration Change 0.08 (0.07) 0.10 (0.06)* 0.12 (0.07)* 0.07 (0.06) 

Current End Term -0.20 (0.10)** 0.52 (0.09)*** -0.19 (0.10)* 0.52 (0.09)*** 

Current War 0.09 (0.09) 0.14 (0.10) 0.01 (0.08) 0.20 (0.10)** 

Logged EO Age 0.03 (0.04) -0.09 (0.03)*** 0.03 (0.04) -0.10 (0.03)*** 

Current Presidential Term Trend -0.00 (0.02) 0.10 (0.01)*** -0.00 (0.02) 0.09 (0.01)*** 

     

EO-Specific Characteristics         

D(Issuing President, Issuing Congress) 0.81 (0.45)* -0.47 (0.35) 0.80 (0.45)* -0.46 (0.35) 

Issuing Gridlock -0.12 (0.45) -0.34 (0.34) -0.14 (0.45) -0.34 (0.34) 

Recent Statutory Authority 0.17 (0.04)*** -0.12 (0.04)*** 0.17 (0.04)*** -0.12 (0.04)*** 

Foreign Policy 0.23 (0.04)*** -0.09 (0.03)*** 0.23 (0.04)*** -0.09 (0.03)*** 

NY Times Mention 0.10 (0.04)** 0.08 (0.03)*** 0.10 (0.04)** 0.08 (0.03)*** 

Logged Words 0.41 (0.01)*** 0.10 (0.01)*** 0.41 (0.01)*** 0.10 (0.01)*** 

War 0.08 (0.06) -0.08 (0.05)* 0.07 (0.06) -0.08 (0.05)* 

Inflation -1.11 (1.07) -0.03 (0.85) -1.06 (1.07) -0.07 (0.85) 

Public Disapproval 0.59 (0.30)* 0.54 (0.24)** 0.60 (0.30)** 0.54 (0.24)** 

Election Year 0.07 (0.06) 0.18 (0.05)*** 0.08 (0.06) 0.18 (0.05)*** 

Administration Change -0.06 (0.07) 0.07 (0.05) -0.06 (0.07) 0.07 (0.05) 

End Term 0.01 (0.08) -0.29 (0.06)*** 0.01 (0.08) -0.29 (0.06)*** 

Issuing Presidential Term Trend -0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.01) -0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.01) 

     

Log-likelihood -8269.4814 -8269.4814 -8271.5702 -8271.5702 

N 87,516 87,516 87,516 87,516 

Presidential Fixed Effects YES YES YES YES 
Coefficients from bivariate probit regression, with robust standard errors in parenthesis and presidential fixed effects 

(not shown). Two tailed tests, *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01. 
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Table 3: The Conditional Effects of Political Constraints and President Distance 

  Pr (Amended) Pr (Revoked) Pr (Amended) Pr (Revoked) Pr (Amended) Pr (Revoked) 
Time-Changing 
Political 
Covariates     

    

Current Public 
Disapproval 0.46 (0.33) -1.07 (0.27)*** 2.64 (1.20)** -1.46 (0.23)*** -0.07 (0.30) -1.46 (0.23)*** 
Current Election 
Year -0.02 (0.06) -0.49 (0.06)*** -0.03 (0.06) -0.49 (0.06)*** -0.10 (0.08) -0.29 (0.07)*** 

Current Inflation 1.58 (1.16) -3.97 (0.88)*** 2.64 (1.25) -2.28 (1.05)*** 1.24 (1.16) -3.88 (0.89)*** 
D(Issuing 
President, Current 
President) 0.57 (0.18)*** 0.46 (0.13)*** 0.12 (0.07)* 0.27 (0.06)*** -0.06 (0.05) 0.19 (0.03)*** 
D(Current 
President, Current 
Congress) 0.13 (0.44) -3.93 (0.47)*** 0.14 (0.43) -3.87 (0.47)*** 0.11 (0.43) -4.04 (0.47)*** 

Current Gridlock -1.11 (0.50) 1.78 (0.50)*** -0.97 (0.50)* 1.79 (0.50)*** -1.00 (0.50)** 1.94 (0.49)*** 
Current Public 
Disapproval x 
D(Issuing 
President, Current 
President) 

-1.19 
(0.38)*** -0.74 (0.27)**     

Current Inflation x 
D(Issuing 
President, Current 
President)   -3.03 (1.20)** -2.91 (1.04)***   
Current Election 
Year x D(Issuing 
President, Current 
President)     0.16 (0.09)*  

Logged EOs Issued 0.29 (0.14)** 0.04 (0.13) 0.28 (0.15)* 0.01 (0.13) 0.27 (0.15)* 0.04 (0.13) 
Current 
Administration 
Change 0.08 (0.07) 0.04 (0.06) 0.11 (0.07)* 0.06 (0.06) 0.12 (0.07)* 0.05 (0.06) 

Current End Term -0.23 (0.09)** 0.55 (0.09)*** -0.21 (0.09)** 0.56 (0.09)*** -0.20 (0.10)** 0.50 (0.09)*** 

Current War -0.04 (0.09) 0.22 (0.09) -0.02 (0.08) 0.23 (0.09)** -0.00 (0.08) 0.25 (0.09)** 

Logged EO Age 0.03 (0.04) -0.09 (0.03)*** 0.03 (0.04) -0.10 (0.03)*** 0.03 (0.04) -0.09 (0.03)*** 
Current 
Presidential Term 
Trend -0.01 (0.02) 0.09 (0.01)*** -0.01 (0.02) 0.09 (0.01)*** -0.01 (0.02) 0.10 (0.01)*** 

       
EO-Specific 
Characteristics             
D(Issuing 
President, Issuing 
Congress) 0.86 (0.45)* -0.47 (0.35) 0.80 (0.45)* -0.45 (0.35) 0.81 (0.46)* -0.48 (0.35) 

Issuing Gridlock -0.12 (0.45) -0.34 (0.34) -0.17 (0.45) -0.35 (0.34) -0.15 (0.45) -0.35 (0.34) 
Recent Statutory 
Authority 0.17 (0.04)*** -0.12 (0.04)*** 0.17 (0.04)*** -0.12 (0.04)*** 0.17 (0.04)*** -0.12 (0.04)*** 

Foreign Policy 0.23 (0.04)*** -0.09 (0.03)*** 0.23 (0.04)*** -0.09 (0.03)*** 0.23 (0.04)*** -0.09 (0.03)*** 
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NY Times Mention 0.10 (0.04)** 0.08 (0.03)*** 0.10 (0.04)** -0.09 (0.03)*** 0.10 (0.04)** 0.08 (0.03)*** 

Logged Words 0.41 (0.01)*** 0.10 (0.01)*** 0.41 (0.01)*** 0.10 (0.01)*** 0.41 (0.01)*** 0.10 (0.01)*** 

War 0.08 (0.06) -0.08 (0.05)* 0.08 (0.06) -0.08 (0.05)* 0.08 (0.06) -0.08 (0.05)* 

Inflation -1.13 (1.07) -0.03 (0.85) -1.11 (1.07) -0.12 (0.85) -1.08 (1.07) -0.04 (0.85) 

Public Disapproval 0.59 (0.30)* 0.54 (0.24)** 0.62 (0.31)** 0.55 (0.24)** 0.61 (0.31)** 0.53 (0.24)** 

Election Year 0.08 (0.06) 0.18 (0.05)*** 0.08 (0.06) 0.18 (0.05)*** 0.08 (0.06) 0.17 (0.05)*** 
Administration 
Change -0.05 (0.07) 0.07 (0.05) -0.06 (0.07) 0.07 (0.05) -0.06 (0.07) 0.08 (0.05) 

End Term 0.02 (0.08) -0.29 (0.06)*** 0.02 (0.06) -0.28 (0.06)*** 0.01 (0.08) -0.29 (0.06)*** 
Issuing Presidential 
Term Trend -0.03 (0.02) 0.02 (0.01) -0.03 (0.02) 0.02 (0.01) -0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.01) 

       

Log-likelihood -8266.5714 -8266.5714 -8268.767 -8268.767 -8262.6174 -8262.6174 

N 87,516 87,516 87,516 87,516 87,516 87,516 
Presidential Fixed 
Effects YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Coefficients from bivariate probit regression, with robust standard errors in parenthesis and presidential fixed effects 
(not shown). Two tailed tests, *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01. 
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Table 4: The Conditional Effects of Institutional Constraints and Presidential Distance 

  Pr (Amended) Pr (Revoked) Pr (Amended) Pr (Revoked) 

Time-Changing Political Covariates       

Current Public Disapproval -0.07 (0.30) -1.43 (0.23) -0.07 (0.30) -1.43 (0.23)*** 

Current Election Year -0.03 (0.06) -0.49 (0.06)*** -0.03 (0.06) -0.49 (0.06)*** 

Current Inflation 1.34 (1.15) -4.09 (0.89)*** 1.38 (1.15) -4.07 (0.89)*** 

D(Issuing President, Current President) -0.05 (0.18) -0.06 (0.13) 0.13 (0.17) 0.00 (0.13) 

D(Current President, Current Congress) 0.10 (0.43) -3.98 (0.47)*** 0.23 (0.44) -4.08 (0.49)*** 

Current Gridlock -0.99 (0.53)** 1.63 (0.52)*** -0.91 (0.51)** 1.81 (0.50)*** 
D(Issuing President, Current President) x 
Current Gridlock 0.05 (0.35) 0.37 (0.25)   
D(Issuing President, Current President) x 
D(Current President, Current Congress)   -0.28 (0.31) 0.23 (0.23) 

Logged EOs Issued 0.29 (0.14)* 0.02 (0.13) 0.29 (0.14)** 0.02 (0.13) 

Current Administration Change 0.12 (0.07)* 0.06 (0.06) 0.12 (0.07)* 0.06 (0.06) 

Current End Term -0.23 (0.09)** 0.56 (0.09)*** -0.23 (0.09)** 0.57 (0.09)*** 

Current War -0.01 (0.08) 0.25 (0.09)*** 0.01 (0.08) 0.25 (0.09)*** 

Logged EO Age 0.03 (0.04) -0.09 (0.01)*** 0.02 (0.04) -0.09 (0.03)*** 

Current Presidential Term Trend -0.01 (0.02) 0.10 (0.01)*** -0.01 (0.02) 0.09 (0.01)*** 

     

EO-Specific Characteristics         

D(Issuing President, Issuing Congress) 0.80 (0.45)* -0.44 (0.35) 0.78 (0.46)* -0.44 (0.35) 

Issuing Gridlock -0.14 (0.45) -0.33 (0.34) -0.16 (0.45) -0.33 (0.34) 

Recent Statutory Authority 0.17 (0.04)*** -0.12 (0.04)*** 0.17 (0.04)*** -0.12 (0.04)*** 

Foreign Policy 0.23 (0.04)*** -0.09 (0.03)*** 0.23 (0.04)*** -0.09 (0.03)*** 

NY Times Mention 0.10 (0.04)** 0.08 (0.03)*** 0.10 (0.04)** 0.08 (0.03)*** 

Logged Words 0.41 (0.01)*** 0.10 (0.01)*** 0.41 (0.01)*** 0.10 (0.01)*** 

War 0.08 (0.06) -0.08 (0.05)* 0.08 (0.06) -0.08 (0.05)* 

Inflation -1.08 (1.07) -0.04 (0.85) -1.09 (1.07) -0.06 (0.84) 

Public Disapproval 0.61 (0.31)** 0.55 (0.24)** 0.60 (0.31)* 0.54 (0.24)** 

Election Year 0.08 (0.06) 0.18 (0.05)*** 0.08 (0.06) 0.18 (0.05)*** 

Administration Change -0.06 (0.07) 0.07 (0.05) -0.06 (0.07) 0.07 (0.05) 

End Term 0.01 (0.08) -0.29 (0.06)*** 0.01 (0.08) -0.29 (0.06)*** 

Issuing Presidential Term Trend -0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.01) -0.03 (0.02) 0.02 (0.01) 

     

Log-likelihood -8275.8618 -8275.8618 -8276.0179 -8276.0179 

N 87,516 87,516 87,516 87,516 

Presidential Fixed Effects YES YES YES YES 
Coefficients from bivariate probit regression, with robust standard errors in parenthesis and presidential fixed effects 

(not shown). Two tailed tests, *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01. 
 



	 44	

 

 
 
 

Figure 1: Number of Years until an Executive Order is Altered 
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Figure 2: Marginal Effects of Institutional Constraints on EO Change, By Disapproval 
 

 
This figure shows the marginal effects of institutional constraints on the probability of an 
executive order being amended (column 1) or revoked (column 2). The first row depicts the 
marginal effects of D(Current President, Current Congress) and the second row depicts 
marginal effects for Current Gridlock, both at different levels of Current Presidential 
Disapproval.  
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Figure 3: Marginal Effect of Presidential Distance on EO Change, Varied by Political Costs 

The figure shows the marginal effects of D(Issuing President, Current President) on the 
probability of an executive order being amended (column 1) or revoked (column 2). Each point 
estimate varies by different levels of Current President Disapproval (row 1), Current Inflation 
(row 2), and Current Election Year (row 3).  
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