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Pivotal Politics

A. Goals
1. Want to apply game theory (namely sub-game perfect 

equilibrium) to the legislative process in a single 
dimension to determine the outcome of the game if 
everyone is rational (i.e. what would be in SPE).

2. We will build up, with models for
1. One chamber, without 2/3rds override.
2. One chamber, with 2/3rds override.
3. One chamber, with 2/3rds override, and filibuster pivot.

B. Assume 
1. all actors are rational.
2. complete information.
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One Chamber, No Override
Assume: one chamber, fixed agenda setter, no 2/3rds override.
Median voter (M) proposes a bill b.  
President (P) signs bill or vetoes it.
If the president signs, the policy outcome is x = b.
If the president vetoes, the policy outcome is x = q.
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Analysis
P = 4, M = 10, q = 0

a. What would M propose?
8 – ε, where ε is arbitrarily small. 
From here forward, we will just say 8.

b. SPE = {b = 8; accept}
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Analysis
P = 4, M = 10, q = 2

a. What would M propose?
6.

b. SPE = {b = 6; accept}
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Analysis
P = 4, M = 10, q = 7

a. What would M propose?
b ≥ 7

b. SPE = {b ≥ 7; reject}.  Outcome: x = 7.
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Analysis
P = 4, M = 10, q = 12

a. What would M propose?
b = A = 10

b. SPE = {b = 10; accept}
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Status quo (q)
P M2P-M

P

M
SPNE policy outcome

Comparative statics for q 

For the four examples we just did, I mark the 
outcome on the y-axis given the initial status quo on 
the x-axis.
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P M2P-M
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M

Status quo (q)

SPNE policy outcome

Case I: q < 2P - M

Case II: 2P – M < q < P

Case III: P < q < M

Case IV: M < q

Comparative statics for q 
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What happens if we switched 2P-M and M?
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Implications
• Provides basic theoretical insight about the roles of proposal

power and veto power
– Proposal power is not absolute: may be constrained by the veto player
– Veto power ensures that outcomes are no worse than the status quo

• Comparative statics for q
– Moderate status quo points ⇒ Proposal power constrained/gridlock
– Extreme status quo points ⇒ Proposal power unconstrained

• Comparative statics for ideal points
– Greater distance between M and P ⇒ Greater constraint/gridlock

• Applications
– Separation of powers: Congress proposes, President may veto
– Committees and closed rules: Committee proposes, Chamber must 

approve of final passage

11



Bonneau et al. 
Agenda Control and The Median Justice

A. Model
1. Same model except M is the author of the opinion and P is the 

median justice of the Supreme Court.
a. The justice writing the opinion will write an opinion that is closest to 

his/her ideal point that is within the winset of q.
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q    median        author (M)
justice (P)

|          |   W(q)*

propose *



Bonneau et al. 
Agenda Control and The Median Justice

B. Data
1. Ideal points estimated two ways:

a. As percentage of times voting in the liberal direction on Spaeth dataset 
in the year prior to the decision.

b. Martin-Quinn Bayesian scores.
2. The status quo the midpoint between two justices: one of whom 

votes for cert and one of whom votes to deny.

a. Any problems with that?
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Bonneau et al. 
Agenda Control and The Median Justice

B. Data
1. Dep Var: = 1 if justice voted with majority; 0 otherwise.
2. Ind Var: Author acceptability:  justice coded 1 if the rational opinion 

of the author (*) is closer to their ideal point than q is to their ideal 
point; 0 otherwise.

3. Ind Var: Median acceptability: justice coded 1 if they are closer to the 
median than they are to q.
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Ex: If J1, J2, or J3 are 
authors, the rational 
proposal is *.

J1 to J5 are coded 1 on 
author acceptability 
because they are closer to * 
than to q.

J1 to J6 are coded 1 on
median acceptability 
because they closer to J5 
than to q. 



Bonneau et al. 
Agenda Control and The Median Justice

• Here we are simply looking at which model fits the data better.  The BIC strongly 
favor the agenda control model (author proposer).

• Conclude: perhaps the Supreme court is not a simple application of the MVT.
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Pivotal politics (Krehbiel 1998)

Median Legislator

Filibuster Pivot

President

Veto Pivot

propose bill b

cloture (pass)filibuster

signveto

overridesustain

1. Median legislator proposes a bill

2. Filibuster pivot filibusters or 
invokes cloture (passes bill)

3. If bill passes, President signs 
or vetoes

4. If bill vetoed, Veto pivot 
overrides or sustains

q

b

bq



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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q < p
vL vRq mp First, graph 

overrides

Second 
determine 
whether 
president signs 
or vetoes.

President could sign or veto, because she 
cannot affect the outcome (if m proposes 
rationally, it will pass).

fRfL



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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q < p
vL vRq mp Third, graph 

what filibuster 
pivots favor.

Note: in these 
cases, the 
preferences of 
the override 
pivot defines 
the outcome.

Favor: WfL(Q) = WfL(Q) ∩ WfR(Q);
Furthermore, WVL(Q) = WVL(Q) ∩ WfL(Q). 

fRfL



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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q < p
vL vRq mp Fourth, 

consider what 
m would 
propose.

fRfL

m will propose m because m is in WVL(Q) which 
will pass.  

Hence, m is the outcome.



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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p < q < vL
vL vRq mp

President is indifferent between signing and 
vetoing because WVL(Q) will be the outcome in 
either case.

fL fR First, graph 
overrides

Second 
determine 
whether 
president signs 
or vetoes.



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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p < q < vL
vL vRq mp Third, graph 

what filibuster 
pivots favor.

Note: in this 
case, the 
preferences of 
the override 
pivot defines 
the outcome.

fL fR

Favor: WfL(Q) = WfL(Q) ∩ WfR(Q);
Furthermore, WVL(Q) = WVL(Q) ∩ WfL(Q). 



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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p < q < vL
vL vRq mp fL fR Fourth, 

consider what 
m would 
propose.

x

m will propose x because x is the element 
closest to m that is in WVL(Q).  

Hence, x is the outcome.



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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vL < q < fL < m
vL vRq mp First, graph 

overrides.

WVL(Q) ∩ WVR(Q) = No overrides.

fL fR



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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vL < q < fL < m
vL vRq mp Second, 

determine 
whether 
president signs 
or vetoes.

fL fR

President vetoes because m wants to move the 
bill to the right.



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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vL vRq mp fL fR Third, graph
what filibuster 
pivots favor.

Favor: WfL(Q) = WfL(Q) ∩ WfR(Q).

vL < q < fL < m



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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vL vRq mp

m cannot propose anything that passes, so m 
proposes a throw away (i.e. any x: x > q).

Fourth, 
consider what 
m would 
propose.

fL fR
vL < q < fL < m



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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vL vRqmp First, graph 
overrides.

WVL(Q) ∩ WVR(Q) = No overrides.

fL fR
m < q < fR



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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vL vRqmp fL fR
m < q < fR

Second, 
determine 
whether 
president signs 
or vetoes.

President signs anything in Wm(Q) because he 
prefers that to q.



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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vL vRqmp fL fR
m < q < fR

Third, graph
what filibuster 
pivots favor.

q cannot be get past filibuster pivots, because fL< q < fR.

Generally: any q: fL< q < fR cannot be defeated.



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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vL vRqmp fL fR
m < q < fR

Fourth, 
consider what 
m would 
propose.m cannot propose anything that gets past 

filibuster pivots, so m proposes any x.



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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vR First, graph 
overrides

Second, 
determine 
whether 
president signs 
or vetoes.

WVL(Q) ∩ WVR(Q) =

President signs anything in Wm(Q) because he prefers that 
to q.

No overrides.

m

m < fR < q < 2fR-m
fRp vL fL q



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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vR Third, graph 
what filibusters 
favor.

m

m < fR < q < 2fR-m
fRp vL fL q

Favor: WfR(Q) = WfL(Q) ∩ WfR(Q).



Analysis of vetoes and proposals
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vRm

m < fR < q < 2fR-m
fRp vL fL q Fourth, consider 

what m would 
propose.

m will propose x because x is the element closest to m 
that is in WfR(Q).  Hence, x is the outcome.

Revisiting, what will the president do?

Note, for any q in [fR, 2fR-m], the outcome is the point 
furthest left in WfR(Q). 

Only the filibuster pivot on the far side comes into play in 
the model.

x



Pivotal Politics Summary

• The status quos that cannot be defeated are between vL and 
fR -- an wider range than without the filibuster pivot.

• All outcomes will be between vL and fR.

• Extreme status quos are still dictated by m.
34

SPE policy 
outcome

p vL m fR 2fR -m

p
vL

m

2fR -m

Status quo (q)

fR

2vL-m



Pivotal Politics Summary

• This range is called the gridlock interval because status quos 
in this interval do not change.

35

SPNE policy 
outcome

p vL m fR 2fR -m

p
vL

m

2fR -m

Status quo (q)

fR

Gridlock interval



Comparison of EIG across models
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M V PF
Median voter

M V PF
Veto with override

M V PF
Pivotal politics

Full gridlock
Partial convergence to M

Full convergence to M

Note: P is on right. We 
had him/her on left. 



Empirical implications
• Gridlock interval: the set of points in equilibrium under the 

rules of the game.
• If the gridlock interval becomes bigger than previous 

Congress, less legislation should pass.
• If the gridlock interval becomes smaller than previous 

Congress, more legislation should pass.
• Krehbiel tests this by looking at the volume of major 

legislation.
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Bush Sr.

Clinton

Clinton

Clinton

Clinton

W. Bush

W. Bush

W. Bush

W. Bush

Obama
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Krehbiel (1998) Pivotal Politics
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