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This study investigates the interaction between constitutional considerations
and democratic context in evaluations of executive authority. An identical
experiment is conducted using undergraduate and Mechanical Turk samples.
A hypothetical article raising the question of executive power varies the (1)
issue context, (2) expert assessment of constitutional authority, and (3) level of
public support for proposed action. Measures of participants’ issue preferen-
ces and level of satisfaction with President Obama are also included in the
analysis. Results indicate that participants think differently about the desirabil-
ity and legitimacy of proposed executive action. Constitutional considerations
and satisfaction with the President weigh most heavily in assessments of the
appropriateness of executive conduct. Differences observed across samples
demonstrate that institutional rules have the potential to constrain the influ-
ence of political factors in assessments legitimacy, but this is not inevitably the
case. Feelings about the President may be especially important where experts
agree that he lacks authority to take action. This could indicate that citizens
will rally behind presidents they like, and think more critically of those they
do not, in times of constitutional crisis.

Law and society scholars have a long-standing interest in the
concept of legitimacy as it applies to legal institutions and court
outputs (Caldeira and Gibson 1992; Farganis 2012; Tyler 1990;
Zink, Spriggs, and Scott 2004). Researchers have investigated
how the American public, subsets of the population and particu-
larly relevant legal audiences view the appropriate exercise of
judicial authority (Bartels and Johnson 2012; Gibson and Cal-
deira 1992, 2009; Tyler 1990). Courts and judges, the logic goes,
are particularly dependent on the esteem of the citizenry to
ensure the enforcement of their judgments and withstand threats
to their institutional stability made by other political actors
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(see, Gibson and Caldeira 2009: 38–44). Moreover, litigants and
the general public are more likely to accept decisions that go
against their interests and policy preferences where they feel
authority has been exercised in accordance with required rules
and procedures (see, Tyler 2006 for review).

Notwithstanding the empirical focus on how citizens think
about judicial institutions and outputs, constitutional legal schol-
ars have also suggested a role for the public in legitimizing the
exercise of executive authority. Ackerman (1991), for instance,
posits that ratifying elections, where the public passes judgment
on presidential action taken in critical “constitutional moments,”
can validate assertions of authority that may have been question-
able at the they were taken. Voting, however, is a rather blunt
instrument of assessment that may not reveal how citizens feel
about particular assertions of power, especially where other issues
are relevant in Presidential elections. Also, as Whittington points
out, not all assertions of executive authority are the subject of rat-
ifying elections; more often than not, shifts in power occur
through the “constitutional constructions” of government officials
as they take action that may never be the subject of formal judi-
cial or widespread democratic review (Whittington 1999: 2–15).
Law and courts scholars have argued that the institutional capaci-
ties of each branch should guide our normative assessments of
how constitutional powers evolve with regard to complex separa-
tion of powers issues in both domestic (Johnson 2004) and for-
eign policy domains (Zeisberg 2013).

Although it is not clear whether the general public attends to
such nuance in their assessment of government authority, citizens
are commonly aware of executive claims to authority in response
to particular matters of public concern. Even without critical elec-
tions, public acquiescence can appear to ratify particular asser-
tions of authority (Marshall 2008); and widespread opposition
can pose a significant obstacle to presidents trying to stretch the
boundaries of executive power beyond what the public is willing
to accept. (See, Ackerman 1991: 324–328—pointing to Roose-
velt’s failed Court Packing plan as a much-cited example of how
popular sentiment can constrain overreaching executives).

Surprisingly, not much is known about how citizens think
about the appropriate exercise of executive authority. This is true
despite the fact that many law and society scholars teach classes
about government and care deeply about the operation of consti-
tutional powers and constraints in situations involving novel
assertions of presidential authority. Some very interesting ques-
tions arise in this context. How much do constitutional considera-
tions and the notion that officials should follow institutional rules
play into citizen assessments of what is a legitimate, or
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appropriate, exercise of presidential authority? What about politi-
cal factors like (1) popular support for particular action, (2) citi-
zens’ own policy views about the problem being addressed, and
(3) their feelings about specific individuals acting in an official
capacity? It is time to get some empirical purchase in understand-
ing how citizens think about the exercise of executive authority
in the context of real-world problems.

The Chief Executive is an imminently identifiable actor that
citizens look toward to address matters of national concern (Tyler
1982). Yet, the powers of the President are not unlimited, and
they are often ill defined (Mueller 1973; Neustadt 1960). More-
over, the President must act in a larger political context where
factors like substantial public support can bolster his authority to
take particular actions. Prior research has found, for example,
that presidential approval augments executive power, in that, it
improves the president’s leverage with Congress, helping the
chief executive to achieve policy goals (Canes-Wrone 2006;
Edwards 1976). It makes sense that broad based public support
for unilateral action may act in the same way.

Moe and Howell (1999) have argued that ambiguity in the con-
stitution regarding executive authority is a “presidential resource”
that chief executives can use to augment their authority. American
Political Development (APD) scholars who study the Presidency
have written at length about how executive power tends to expand
in times of crisis as presidents take action in response to pressing
national problems (Skowronek 1996, 2008; Whittington and
Carpenter, 2003). James (2009) effectively argues that that this
approach contextualizes the conditions under which institutional
rules meet political context giving rise to the potential for constitu-
tional change to occur. What APD scholars cannot understand,
however, is how various considerations act in minds of citizens to lead
them to accept new claims of executive authority as appropriate.

This is significant because where action is not formally chal-
lenged, it is up to citizens to decide for themselves whether they
think the President’s action is legitimate or whether he has over-
stepped the bounds of executive authority. Where novel assertions
of authority are not contested they can create “executive branch
precedents” that support subsequent action (Calabresi and Yoo
1997). It is this type of individual assessment I investigate here.
Using contemporary scenarios involving the appropriate use of
executive power in the United States, I describe an experiment
specifically designed to test the relative influence of constitutional
considerations and democratic context in two distinct samples.
Results from both undergraduate and nonstudent administrations
indicate that rules and politics are important in how citizens think
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about presidential power and they can interact in complex ways in
assessments of the legitimacy of executive action.

This is an area where systematic empirical investigation seems
uniquely well suited to inform our normative and historical under-
standings of the evolution of government power. Understanding
the factors that contribute to citizens’ assessments of executive
action may shed significant light on the circumstances where presi-
dents are likely to be successful in using the resource of constitu-
tional ambiguity to increase the power of the office. As such, this
inquiry should be of significant interest to scholars across disci-
plines that touch on law and society including political science,
constitutional theory, and the psychology of opinion formation.

Rules and Representation: The Dual Nature of Legitimacy
and the Presidency

People often equate authority and legitimacy when talking
about government power (Gibson and Caldeira 2009: 38–39). In
fact, the terms refer to distinct aspects of state capacity. At its
most general level, authority involves the power to make rules
and compel people to follow them. Legitimacy, conversely
involves a sense of “rightfulness” in the exercise of government
authority (Freidman 1998; Tyler 1990, 2006). Basically, citizens
want to be confident that the people making the rules are the
appropriate ones to be doing so, and that they are following
required procedures in the implementation and enforcement of
rules promulgated pursuant to that authority.

Tyler has written at length about how conceptions of
“procedural justice,” or the idea that officials should follow pre-
scribed rules, influences citizens’ views of government institutions
and their outputs. He writes, “people are found to believe
authorities are more legitimate when they view their actions as
consistent with fair procedures” (2006: 381). Indeed, there are a
number of studies by Tyler and others, that focus on procedural
considerations in the judicial and legislative contexts, such as
whether interested parties are treated fairly (Tyler 1990), whether
affected constituencies have a “voice” in debate (Tyler 1994), and
the deliberative nature of decision making (Doherty and Wolack
2012; Gangl 2003; Tyler 1994).

While these studies do much to highlight the importance of
procedure in assessments of government outputs and institutions,
they fail to consider how citizens think about state action in the
context of specific constitutional provisions that actually empower
and limit the authority of our federal institutions. Moreover, they
fail to acknowledge that some decisions made by government
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officials are purposefully removed from these kinds of democratic
controls. The founders, for instance, put ultimate military and
executive authority in the hands of the President, a single indi-
vidual, with superior access to information about foreign and
domestic affairs, so that certain decisions could be made quickly
and with resolution.

I begin with the premise that there are two primary sources
of governmental authority in the United States, institutional rules
and democratic support. Both are uniquely reflected in our con-
stitutional structure and can be important in how citizens think
about the appropriate exercise of state power. In our federal gov-
ernment authority is conferred by constitutional provisions, which
bestow powers to institutions (like Congress) and individuals hold-
ing particular office (like the President). Government officials also
derive authority from democratic elections where specific individu-
als are chosen to fill institutional roles. Article II sets forth broad
powers for the office of the Presidency and individuals who are
elected to that office are thought to have a democratic mandate to
pursue policy goals as they see fit within the confines of that institu-
tional role (Kelly 1983).

Constitutional provisions pertaining to executive action grant
and limit presidential authority to powers that are in the Constitu-
tion and those can be reasonably inferred from its provisions.
Constitutional rules, however, vary a great deal in terms of speci-
ficity. Sometimes it is clear the President has the power and is the
appropriate government official to take action; other times, the
President’s authority to do things is less clear because his consti-
tutional powers are not clearly delineated. In such instances,
executive authority is often defined through the interplay of
executive action and Supreme Court decisions ruling on the con-
stitutionality of particular conduct (Whittington 2007). Some-
times, however, the Chief Executive may take action that is
constitutionally questionable, but never formally litigated in a
case that makes its way to the Supreme Court. Such unchal-
lenged executive action may take on an “air of validity,” that has
real consequences for state power (Marshall 2008). For instance,
if the President does something of dubious constitutional validity
that is immediately challenged and struck down by the Court, it
may be widely perceived as illegitimate. But if he does something
that is not challenged, the action can take on an appearance of
validity that augments his authority over time.1

1 Constitutional law scholars generally acknowledge an expansion of presidential war
powers in this manner over the past 150 years through military initiatives without any for-
mal changes to the powers of “Commander in Chief” (see, Calabresi and Yoo 1997).
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Hypotheses Regarding Assessments of Executive Authority

Acknowledging that the sort of representation citizens seek
from the President is likely to be different from what they expect
from legislators, Barker and Carman provide evidence that it is
the nature of the issue that determines the type of leadership citi-
zens seek from the Chief Executive (2012: 36–7).2 Consistent
with classic research by Miller and Stokes (1963) they find that
when surveyed, people prefer trustee style representation from
the President in the domain of foreign relations. With regard to
domestic issues they find that Carmines and Stimson’s (1980)
well-worn distinction between “hard” and “easy” issues helps to
explain the latitude people are willing to extend to the President.
Here, I use two distinct scenarios involving assertions of authority
in domestic and foreign policy domains to allow for the possibility
that people are more likely to defer to the President in judging
actions relating to foreign affairs.

Issue Hypothesis: Assertions of executive authority involving
foreign relations will receive higher legitimacy ratings.

Tyler argues that one of the most important aspects of legiti-
macy is that people will come to respect and obey the law even if
they do not agree with it (Tyler 1990, 1994). Thus, the idea that
a particular action is legitimate or appropriate should be distinct
from citizens’ assessment about whether it is a desirable course of
action. Citizens who do not agree with an executive action may
yet acknowledge the President has the legitimate authority to
take that action. As such, I expect different considerations will be
significant in assessments of the desirability and legitimacy of
presidential action.

Differential Reasoning Hypothesis: Participants will think differ-
ently about the desirability and legitimacy of proposed action.
Specifically, participants’ views about the policy problem the Pres-
ident seeks to address should significantly predict their views
about the desirability of the action but have less of an impact on
assessments of legitimacy. Conversely, expert consensus about the
constitutionality of proposed action should have a strong effect
on legitimacy assessments, but less of an impact on views of the
desirability of proposed action.

2 They write, “constitutional distinctions in the responsibilities expected of executive
and legislative branches. . .may lead citizens to crave and expect more ‘leadership’ of the
Chief Executive and Commander in Chief—even if they prefer instructed delegate style of
representation out of their legislators” (Barker and Carman 2012: 34).
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Hypotheses Pertaining to Rules and Politics
in Legitimacy Assessments

Citizens are not constitutional experts. Yet, because of the
dual nature of legitimacy set forth above, I posit constitutional
considerations will weigh heavily in their judgments of appropri-
ate executive authority. In short, people are aware that there are
institutional rules that the President must follow and they care
that he respects the constitutional boundaries of executive
power.3 Very little is known, however, about how people under-
stand institutional power and constraints in the context of partic-
ular problems and what the implication of that understanding is
for thinking about the exercise of government authority (Bou-
dreau and Lupia 2011). Indeed, citizens can often feel ill
equipped to understand esoteric constitutional provisions and
case decisions pertaining to executive authority. Yet, if Tyler is
correct, this sort of information should be particularly relevant to
citizens making decisions about whether a proposed action is a
legitimate, or appropriate, exercise of presidential power.

Perhaps as result of the practical importance of this kind of
information, there has developed a norm in media accounts of
novel assertions of executive power to cite constitutional law
“experts” on such matters (Brody 1991; Greco Larson 1988).
Here, I take advantage of this norm by providing information
about executive authority in the context of a realistic article dis-
cussing proposed action. Experimental conditions provide infor-
mation to participants about (1) constitutional provisions that
might provide authority for the President’s conduct and (2) what
consensus there is among legal scholars about the executive claim
to authority under those provisions. The nature of consensus
(clear authority to act v. unclear authority v. clearly no authority
to act) is specifically manipulated to test the influence constitu-
tional norms on participants’ assessments of legitimacy.

Institutional Rule Hypotheses: Expert consensus will have a
strong and significant effect on participants’ assessment of the
legitimacy of proposed action. Assessments will be highest when

3 The distinction between constitutional “rules” and “norms” of practice and interpre-
tation is exceedingly difficult to capture in the context of public assessments of executive
authority. Here, I conceive of norms as understandings of government powers and con-
straints that may or may not be accurate and/or immutable. How such normative under-
standings are conveyed to the public, however, can have real implications for whether or not
they perceive government officials to be acting in accordance with constitutional dictates
influencing thinking about state action in concrete ways.
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experts agree he has the authority to take action and lowest
when they agree he does not.

Citizens do not make assessments about the legitimacy of
executive action in a vacuum. There is a larger context where the
democratic environment and political factors can influence judg-
ments about what is legitimate in particular circumstances. Of
course, just saying that the democratic environment is important
does not tell you what aspects of the larger political context matter
or when they will matter to citizens in thinking about presidential
power. Here, I identify three political variables that should be of
particular relevance to citizens in considering the appropriate use
of executive authority: (1) the level of public support for the pro-
posed action, (2) participants’ views about the problem being
addressed, and (3) their feelings about the President. I also spec-
ify alternative hypotheses regarding the “conditions under which”
these variables might play a significant role in the assessment of
appropriate executive authority.

Majoritarian conceptions of democracy suggest that govern-
ment acts appropriately where it is doing what a substantial
majority of citizens want it to do (Lipset 1983; Charlton 1986);
state action appears most legitimate when it enjoys widespread
support of the citizenry. On average, I expect that public support
for executive action will boost participants’ assessments of the
legitimacy of the proposed action.

Majority Support Hypothesis: Substantial public support for the
executive action will increase legitimacy evaluations.

The other political variables I consider as part of the demo-
cratic context recognize that people bring their own political val-
ues and preferences into assessments of appropriate executive
authority. Research from psychology and political science illus-
trates that personal preferences often make a difference in how
individuals assess evidence (Kunda 1990; MacCoun 1998) and
form opinions about policy and candidates (Lodge and Taber
2006, 2013). Citizens for instance, tend to make more positive
assessments about the performance of candidates that they
admire (Lau and Redlawsk 2006) and assess research that sup-
ports their opinions about the death penalty as more skillfully
executed than research that does not (Lord, Ross, and Lepper
1979). This is often referred to as “confirmation bias” (Plous
1993) or “motivated reasoning” because psychologists have specu-
lated that these tendencies are driven by a motivation to believe
we are correct. Making assessments that support our prior beliefs
is a directional goal that serves esteem in complex ways. Indeed,
this sort of motivated decision-making can happen even where
people have no obvious reason for doing so, or where they are
sincerely trying to achieve accuracy goals (Kunda 1990).
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It makes sense that these tendencies could also come into
play in making judgments about the legitimacy of government
authority. Put simply, people may be more likely to believe
actions that they agree with are the result of legitimate executive
authority. Thus, how citizens feel about the particular problem
being addressed is likely to factor into whether or not they see
presidential efforts as appropriate.

Policy Preferences Hypothesis: Participants who believe the prob-
lem the President seeks to address is particularly pressing will be
more likely to see the proposed action as legitimate.

Moreover, how people feel about the particular government
official who is taking action may influence their judgments about
the legitimacy of proposed action. This should be especially true
for assessments of executive authority where actions are tied to a
single identifiable official who citizens often feel quite strongly
about. Individuals who are dissatisfied with the President may
judge the legitimacy of his deeds less favorably than those who
are satisfied with his performance in office. This can be seen as
alternative conceptualization of the how presidential approval can
influence individual judgments about legitimacy where personal
support for the individual holding office influences assessments
of appropriateness.4

Presidential Satisfaction Hypotheses

Dissatisfaction with the President will decrease legitimacy
assessments.

How Might Rules and Context Interact?

Critical to my theorizing and empirical inquiry, I am inter-
ested, not only in which of the identified variables are significant
in citizen’s thinking about presidential authority, but when they
matter as well. Abstract questions about what we want from our
chief executive may be different from how we think about specific
assertions of authority in the context of real world problems and
presidential personalities we care deeply about.

4 It is important to note that I do not necessarily believe citizens will be aware of the
influence of preferences in their judgments about the appropriateness of proposed con-
duct. Consistent with research on motivated reasoning and cognitive processes in general—
the influence of political variables and preferences is likely to be largely unconscious (see
generally, Braman 2009; Kunda 1990; Lodge and Taber 2013).
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Here, Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s (2002) insights may be
instructive. Although they corral evidence that has more to do with
feeling about legislative actors than the President, these authors
contend that people want elected officials who will make hard deci-
sions for them, keeping public interest in mind, without a lot of citi-
zen input.5 They argue that most citizens want a government that
runs on “autopilot” where representatives can be trusted to pursue
the public good, without a lot of citizen involvement. The problem,
according Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, is most citizens believe
elected officials cannot be trusted—that self-interest will inevitably
get in the way of enlightened officials acting on the public’s behalf.
They write, “people do not want responsiveness and accountability
in government; they want responsiveness and accountability to be
unnecessary,” contending that citizens have an “intense desire to
give decision-making authority to someone else and to give those
decision makers wide berth, as long as they are barred from taking
advantage of their position for personal gain” (2002: 4,9).

Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s theory points to the type of
information that might be relevant in assessing citizens views of
the appropriateness of executive authority: whether or not the
president is acting on the public’s behalf or in a self-interested
manner. Heeding Barker and Carman’s (2012) assertion that the
constitutional distinctions are particularly important in thinking
about the office, one way the President could be perceived as act-
ing in a self-interested manner is if he is viewed as seeking to
augment his own power by overstepping the bounds of constitu-
tional authority.6 This suggests the political factors examined
here could be particularly important when there is evidence the
President is violating institutional rules. It implies that in the
usual course of events people are willing to extend the President
significant latitude in assessing the legitimacy of executive action,
but where circumstances suggest he is acting in accordance with
his own self-interest they will call on political context to judge the
appropriateness of his actions.

Research on motivated reasoning suggests a different way
rules may moderate the role of the political variables. Specifically,

5 These preferences are grounded in a general distaste for the conflict associated with poli-
tics (p. 3), a disinterest in keeping abreast of most issues (p. 39), and a bit of distrust of the capacity
of ordinary citizens to govern themselves (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002: 44, 89–96).

6 Indeed, this tendency to impute self-interested motives to the President is as old as
the Constitution itself. Jacobs (2005) argues that the reason constitutional provisions relat-
ing to the Presidency are so vague is because the Framers were equally motivated by “fear”
and “promise” in drafting provisions pertaining to the Chief Executive. Fear that the indi-
vidual holding the office might abuse his, the, position was tempered by the belief that presi-
dents properly motivated by desire to serve the public should have the necessary tools
available to fulfill the promise of the office.
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psychological studies tell us motivated biases are most powerful
where criteria for assessment are ambiguous (Hodson et al. 2002,
Braman and Nelson 2007). Research demonstrates that where
people have a desire to be accurate they will use the most appro-
priate criteria available to make a decision, but where that criteria
is indeterminate, directional goals and context can affect judg-
ments in systematic ways (Kunda 1990). Here, I believe partici-
pants will try to be accurate in their assessments of executive
authority. The most appropriate criteria to judge the legitimacy
of executive authority is information participants are provided
about the President’s compliance with constitutional rules. Thus,
where participants are told experts agree that executive action is
consistent or inconsistent with constitutional requirements I do
not expect political factors to influence assessments about the
legitimacy of proposed action. Instead, I expect the political vari-
ables identified will play more of a role where constitutional cues
regarding executive authority are unclear; where rules are not
determinative participants will use political context and their own
preferences as information to make judgments about the appro-
priateness of executive action. In a similar vein, Doherty and
Wolak (2012: 305) provide evidence that people use their own
beliefs as “tool(s) of inference” to interpret ambiguous situations
when assessing the fairness of legislative procedures. I believe the
same dynamic will apply to assessments of executive authority.

Finally, it is entirely possible that constitutional considerations
will not influence the role of the political variables I investigate in
a manner consistent with Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s thinking or
motivated reasoning hypotheses. Political factors might be impor-
tant in assessments of legitimacy regardless of rules pertaining to
executive authority. This would be the case if one or more of the
political variables was significant in judgments of legitimacy across
all expert consensus conditions.

As theory points to somewhat different ways political factors
might operate in light of what participants are told about compli-
ance with constitutional rules, I set forth three alternative
hypotheses regarding how rules might moderate the influence of
political factors on legitimacy assessments in this study.

Alternative Moderation Hypotheses

1. No Moderation Effect: One or more political variables will be sig-
nificant across all three expert consensus conditions.

2. Motivated Reasoning Hypothesis: One or more of the political vari-
ables will be significant where presidential authority is unclear.
This is consistent with the idea that political context will be used
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as additional information that influences judgments about legiti-
macy where rules are not determinative.

3. Trigger Hypothesis: Political factors will be especially important
when there is evidence the chief executive is not complying with
institutional rules. This would be consistent with the idea that
citizens prefer that government run on autopilot unless and
until there is reason to believe officials are acting against the
public interest. Under these circumstances a violation of institu-
tional rules could serve as a “trigger” for political factors to kick-
in in assessments of the appropriate use of executive authority.

Justification of Experimental Approach

Druckman and Holmes (2004) and Gronke and Newman
(2003) have commented on the need to investigate individual
level thinking about phenomena related to the presidency. This
study represents an attempt to do so, taking advantage of extant
research involving executive authority and political psychology.
Experiments provide unparalleled leverage to discover the cogni-
tive processes underlying the assessments that are the subject of
this inquiry. Moreover, because the approach allows for the
manipulation of aspects of the factual scenario relevant to theoriz-
ing about how citizens think about executive power, we can
observe how participants assess the legitimacy of executive action
under relevant counterfactual conditions. For instance, by alter-
ing the level of democratic support for intended action, we can
see how majority support influences people’s thinking about the
legitimacy of executive action where there is substantial support
for the intended action and where there is substantial opposition. This
would be exceedingly difficult to do using other techniques
because public opinion involving the exercise of presidential
power, if it is measured at all, tends to go in one direction. The
effective isolation of such factors will allow us to discover, not
only what variables are important in assessments of executive
authority, but also, the conditions under which those variables
will be influential in citizens’ evaluations in line with our theory.

This experiment was conducted with and undergraduate
sample and then replicated with a nonstudent sample using Ama-
zon’s Mechanical Turk (M-Turk). Here, I present findings from
both administrations; the logic is two-fold. First, I note there are
those who question the generalizability of findings from experi-
ments using undergraduate samples; college students are unques-
tionably younger and more educated, on average, than the
general population (Sears 1986). Still, findings from the student

200 Exploring Citizen Assessments

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12180 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12180


administration are no less “real” because they pertain to under-
graduate assessments of authority (Braman and Nelson 2007).

Concerns about external validity are strongest where there is
some reason to think that differences between experimental pop-
ulations and the general public would cause the judgments and
cognitive processes investigators are looking at to be different
(Keppel 1982). Here, one of the differences that could be rele-
vant is that students may be more likely to defer to
“constitutional law experts” in the context of this inquiry. Admit-
tedly, this difference might detract from the ability to generalize
findings to the larger citizenry—but it also aids in the testing of
my theoretical hypotheses (Druckman and Kam 2011). Because,
I am interested in seeing how institutional and political factors
influence assessments of legitimacy where individuals sincerely
believe the President is acting in ways that are consistent (or
inconsistent) with his constitutional authority, this particular dif-
ference makes students uniquely sensitive to the theoretical states
of mind the treatments are designed to create. Thus, the under-
graduate sample is especially well suited to assess the internal
validity of hypotheses regarding the influence of political factors
under various types of constitutional constraint.

That said, I fully acknowledge that this tendency to defer to
experts could undermine the external validity of results from the
undergraduate sample for making generalizations to the general
public. This is why I replicate the experiment with the nonstu-
dent sample on M-Turk.7 Specifically, the replication serves sev-
eral distinct purposes. Besides the main function of all
replications for seeing how findings “hold up” over distinct
administrations, looking at results across samples should reveal
whether undergraduates are, indeed, more likely to defer to
expert opinion in this context. Finally, if undergraduates are, in
fact, different in this important respect, results from the M-Turk
sample should be useful for making the sort of generalizations
many political scientists are most interested in.

Design Specifics

The experiment involves a 2 3 3 3 2 design. I present partici-
pants with a mock newspaper article that raises the question of the
President’s authority to take particular action. In the article I

7 Although not all social scientists are sold on M-Turk, as it is still a convenience sample
with its own drawbacks, it is generally considered more representative than student samples
and gaining increased use in political science as a supplement and/or alternative to under-
graduate samples (See, Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012; Mullinix, Druckman, and Freese
2014 for evidence of representativeness and cogent summary and discussion of issues).
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manipulate the issue context (debt ceiling vs. humanitarian aid to
foreign states), nature of legal consensus regarding the assertion of
executive authority (clear authority vs. unclear authority vs. no
authority), and the level of democratic support for the proposed
action (majority support vs. majority opposition). In a question-
naire administered prior to the presentation of the mock article I
also measured participants’ satisfaction with President Obama, and
their opinions on the issues that are the subject of each scenario.

Both articles involved constitutional issues that were in the
headlines in the summer of 2011. The debt ceiling scenario takes
advantage of the debate that occurred concerning what options
might be available to President Obama if Congress failed to raise
the debt ceiling under a significant threat of default. Some pun-
dits argued that the President would be within his authority to
unilaterally raise the debt ceiling, citing his authority as Chief
Executive and a provision in the 14th Amendment stating that
the debt of the United States “shall not be questioned.” The sec-
ond scenario involved the commitment of troops to Somalia amid
a significant humanitarian crisis. There was a substantial drought
and famine in that region where there was talk of the need for
President Obama to take such action; some pundits and politi-
cians were concerned such a commitment would spread United
States forces too thin. The mock article stated that, although
prior Presidents had taken similar steps to commit troops under
their authority as Commander in Chief, the Supreme Court had
never definitively ruled on the President’s constitutional authority
to do so without congressional approval.

In each instance participants read an article describing the
conflict and stating that the President was considering taking
action pursuant to his authority as Chief Executive bolstered by
language in the 14th Amendment (for debt ceiling scenario) or in
his capacity as Commander in Chief (humanitarian aid scenario).
Participants were explicitly told that the Supreme Court had not
yet considered the issue, but that constitutional experts were
weighing in on the matter. One third of participants were told
legal experts agreed that it was clear the President had the consti-
tutional authority to take the proposed action, one third were
informed that opinion among legal experts was divided and that it
was unclear how the Supreme Court would rule on the issue, and
one third were informed that legal experts agreed he lacked the
authority to take action. I also manipulated the level of democratic
support for the proposed action. Half of the participants were told
a recent poll indicated 85 percent of Americans agreed the Presi-
dent should take measures described, and half were told that that
only 15 percent of Americans agreed with the proposed action.
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Following a series of manipulation checks, participants in
each scenario were asked (1) whether they agreed the President
should take the proposed action (measured on a six-point scale)
and (2) regardless of whether or not they thought it was a good
idea, whether in their view, the action represented a legitimate
(or appropriate) exercise of presidential authority (measured on
a seven-point scale). These questions were used as the dependent
variables in the analysis. Precise wordings for mock articles and
all measures are available in the Supporting Information
Appendix.

Procedure

Two hundred and twenty three undergraduates participated
in the undergraduate administration of this study in January of
2012.8 Students at a large midwestern university who agreed to
take part in political science experiments for course credit were
given an internet link to a Qualtrics website where the experi-
ment was programmed. Participants were told the study was
about how internet media report about government officials to
avoid experimental effects that might be caused by their being
sensitized to experimental hypotheses. The replication study was
administered via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk in February of 2013.
Those in the nonstudent sample were paid for their participation
in accordance with Mechanical Turk practice and procedures. A
total of two hundred and sixty-three participants took part in the
M-Turk administration.9 On agreeing to take part they were
directed to a similar Qualtics website to participate in the study.

In each administration participants were first asked to answer
a number of policy questions relating to their views on political
issues of the day. Among these questions were the two policy
measures that are particularly relevant for our analysis. Partici-
pants were asked how serious they thought the threat financial
default was to the health of our economy. They were also asked
whether they agreed the United States was obligated to help for-
eign states in times of humanitarian crisis. The initial battery of

8 See Supportinf Information Table A1 in Appendix for undergraduate and M-Turk
sample characteristics. Two students did not complete all questions resulting in 221 partici-
pants for analysis.

9 After deleting responses from identical IP addresses and five participants who did
not answer both the desirability and legitimacy questions, there were 246 participants
included in the analysis.
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questions also asked participants how satisfied they were with
President Obama’s job performance.10

After answering these questions each participant read one of
the mock articles containing the experimental manipulations
involving either the debt ceiling or the commitment of troops to
Somalia. Participants then answered a series of manipulation
checks and questions about the desirability and legitimacy of the
proposed executive action.11 Finally, at the end of the experiment
participants were asked a number of demographic questions and
debriefed as to the nature of the study.

Analysis

To see how these variables influenced participants thinking
about the executive authority that was the subject of the experi-
mental scenarios and test the influence of manipulated variables I
conduct a series of Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) analyses
particularly well suited to interpret experimental data (Keppel
1982). I also present disaggregated regression analyses to test the
influence of political variables in each constitutional consensus
condition to see how their influence is moderated by information
about institutional rules.

Before I discuss the results from those analyses it is important
to note there is no support for the Issue Hypotheses in either
sample. Participants’ responses to questions about the desirability
and legitimacy of the proposed executive action did not signifi-
cantly differ across issue area. In the undergraduate administra-
tion the mean on our six-point scale asking participants if they

10 For those interested, Supporting Information Tables A2 and A3 in the Appendix
set forth the distributions for relevant policy measures and satisfaction with Obama in our
sample. Supporting Information Table A2 shows, 85percent of undergraduates and 89 per-
cent of M-Turk participants agreed that the threat of default presents a serious threat to our
economy. Substantial majorities, 67 percent of undergraduates and 65 percent of M-Turk
participants, also agreed that the United States has an obligation to help foreign nations in
times of humanitarian crisis. Supporting Information Table A3 shows that 50 percent of
undergraduates expressed some degree of satisfaction with the job President Obama was
doing in February 2012, 11 percent were neutral and about 30 percent expressed some
degree of dissatisfaction with the President. Percentages for respondents in our M-Turk
sample were similar. Sixty percent were satisfied with Obama at the time of the M-Turk
administration (which took place in February 2013, about month after his second inaugura-
tion), 7 percent were neutral and 33 percent expressed some level of dissatisfaction with his
job performance.

11 Checks were done to ensure that manipulations of constitutional consensus and the
level of popular support for the proposed action were effective. Over 70 percent of partici-
pants in each sample answered these questions correctly for the conditions to which they
were assigned demonstrating the treatments worked quite well. All participants are
included in the analyses regardless of how they answered manipulation checks to reflect the
fact that some individuals may not read news accounts as attentively as others.

204 Exploring Citizen Assessments

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12180 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12180


thought the president should take the proposed action was 3.37
for the debt ceiling scenario and 3.35 for those given the foreign
policy scenario (t[219] 5 0.85; sig 5 0.93). For the legitimacy mea-
sure (seven-point scale) means were 4.37 and 4.63, respectively
(t[219] 5 1.03; sig 5 0.31). In the M-Turk administration means
on the desirability questions were also quite similar, 3.29 for the
debt ceiling and 3.24 for the foreign policy scenario (t[244] 5

0.26; sig 5 0.78). Means on the legitimacy measures were 4.27
and 4.24 (t[244] 5 0.14; sig 5 0.89), respectively. Thus, it appears
participants found both scenarios about equally plausible. As
such, I pool the data for both issue scenarios to investigate the
influence of variables on assessments of the desirability and legiti-
macy of proposed executive action in each sample.12

ANCOVA Analyses: Comparing Desirability
and Legitimacy Assessments

The Differential Reasoning Hypothesis posits that people think
differently about the desirability and legitimacy of proposed execu-
tive action. As one might expect, these measures are significantly
correlated in each sample, but the correlations are moderate,
r 5 0.56 in the undergraduate sample, r 5 0.62 in the M-Turk sam-
ple. This suggests, consistent with the literature, one does not have
to see an action as desirable to acknowledge its appropriateness.

I also hypothesized that different factors would be relevant in
participants assessments about the desirability and legitimacy of
proposed action. To test this hypothesis I conducted four-way
ANCOVAs of each measure in both samples. I include three fac-
tors representing the manipulated variables: issue area, expert
consensus about the use of executive authority, and democratic
support. I also created a factor based on respondents’ satisfaction
with the president’s job performance. Specifically, I divided par-
ticipants who expressed dissatisfaction with President Obama and
those who were satisfied or felt neutral about his job perform-
ance. The “fully saturated” models include tests for these four
factors and all possible (two-, three-, and four-way) interactions
between them (Akien, West, and Reno 1991: 174). Participants’
response to the relevant policy question for the treatment to
which they were assigned was included as a covariate in each
pooled model to test and control for the influence of policy views.
Table 1 sets forth the results for questions about the desirability
of proposed actions in the undergraduate and M-Turk samples.

12 Consistent with accepted practice, to be sure I do not inadvertently miss any effects
the issue manipulation had in light of other experimental variables, I retain it as a factor in
the analysis of experimental results (Akien, West, Reno 1991; Auspurg and Hinz 2014: 58).
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Results demonstrate that, as hypothesized, participants’
policy preferences about the issue had a significant impact on
assessments of the desirability of proposed action in both samples
(F[1, 220] 5 13.23; sig<0.001 undergraduate; F[1, 145] 5 22.26,
sig< 0.001 M-Turk). Indeed, it makes sense that people who see
the possibility of default as a serious threat to the economy and/or
think the United State has an obligation to help foreign nations in
times of humanitarian crisis would be more likely to think the Pres-
ident should act to address these issues. In the nonstudent sample,
the issue variable also has a significant effect on desirability that
must be interpreted in light of its significant interaction with presi-
dential satisfaction (Keppel 1982—see discussion below).

Results also indicate that the level of expert consensus about
the President’s constitutional authority had a significant, though
modest effect (effect size 5 0.05) on participants’ views of the
desirability of proposed action in the undergraduate sample (F[2,
219] 5 4.16; sig.<0.01). Specifically, undergraduates who were told
that experts believed the President had clear authority to act were
significantly more likely to say the President should take the pro-
posed action than those who were told experts agreed he lacked
authority to do so. The mean for desirability where the expert con-
sensus about authority was unclear fell between these two
extremes. In the M-Turk sample the pattern of means was identical
although the effect of the expert consensus variable was not

Table 1. Results for ANCOVA Analyses on the Desirability of Proposed Action
for Student and Nonstudent Samples

Undergraduate Sample
(February 2012)

Mechanical Turk Sample
(February 2013)

Marginal
Means F Test

Effect
Size

Marginal
Means F Test

Effect
Size

Policy opinion (covariate) 13.23*** 0.06 22.26*** 0.09
Factors
Issue 0.52 ns 4.60* 0.02

Debt ceiling 3.15 2.83
Humanitarian aid 3.28 3.27

Expert consensus 4.61** 0.05 0.25 ns
Clear authority 3.48 3.10
Unclear authority 3.32 3.10
No authority 2.85 2.96

Public support 0.73 ns 0.84 ns
Maj. supp. 3.29 3.14
Maj. opp. 3.14 2.96

Dissatisfaction w/Obama 31.66*** 0.13 40.66*** 0.15
Satisfied/neutral 3.72 3.67
Dissatisfied 2.70 2.43

Sig. interaction Issue
x dissat.

0.05 ns 12.77** 0.05

N 221 246
R squared 0.32 0.31
Adj. R squared 0.24 0.24

*p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.00.
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significant in assessments of desirability of proposed action. This
could be one indication that undergraduates were, indeed, more
likely to be influenced by expert opinion than those in the nonstu-
dent sample; it shows that the expert consensus conditions had a
persuasive influence on undergraduates opinions about the desir-
ability of proposed action that was not evident in the M-Turk
sample.13

Finally, results demonstrate that in both samples participants’
level of satisfaction with the President had the most dramatic influ-
ence on desirability assessments (F[1, 220] 5 31.66; sig. <0.001
undergraduate; F[1, 245] 5 36.28, sig.<0.001 M-Turk). Those
who were dissatisfied with the President were less likely to think he
should act than those who were satisfied or felt neutral about his
job performance; this variable had the largest effect size in assess-
ments of the desirability of proposed action, accounting for
approximately 0.13 of the variance observed in the undergraduate
sample and 0.15 in the nonstudent sample. Moreover, in the non-
student sample the satisfaction variable was embedded a significant
interaction with the nature of the issue (F[1, 250] 5 12.77;
sig.< 0.01). The pattern of marginal means indicates that in that in
the M-Turk administration, how participants felt about Obama was
especially important in shaping participants’ views of the desirability
of domestic action. Specifically, those who were dissatisfied with
Obama were much less likely to see action with respect to the debt
ceiling as desirable (mean of 1.86) compared to those who were satis-
fied or felt neutral about his job performance (mean 3.79). The
means of those who were satisfied and dissatisfied with Obama were
closer with respect to the desirability of aid to foreign states in times
of humanitarian crisis (3.54 vs. 3.01, respectively).

The level of public support for the proposed action did not sig-
nificantly influence participants’ views of whether or not the presi-
dent should take the action, although values were slightly higher in
conditions indicating significant support. This could reflect a slight
influence for majority sentiment on participants’ expressed opin-
ions about the desirability of proposed action in this experiment.

Consistent with the Differential Reasoning Hypothesis, analy-
sis of assessments of the legitimacy of executive action, set forth
in Table 2, reveal a somewhat different pattern of results. First,
policy views do not have the significant effect they had on desir-
ability assessments in judgments of legitimacy in either sample.

13 Additionally with the manipulation checks, I asked participants directly whether
thought constitutional law experts “were credible experts on this question of executive
authority.” Again, the vast majority of participants in both samples indicated that they
believed that they were – though the number was slightly higher in the undergraduate
administration (77 percent for undergraduates vs. 75 percent for the nonstudent sample).
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Moreover, the level of expert consensus about the President’s con-
stitutional authority to act, has a strong and significant influence
on participants’ assessments of the legitimacy of proposed action in
both samples (F[2, 219] 5 25.05; sig<0.001 undergraduate; F[2,
244] 5 16.34, sig<0.001 M-Turk). Relative means are as predicted;
assessments of legitimacy are at their highest when participants are
told there is a clear consensus among legal scholars that the Presi-
dent has constitutional authority to take the proposed action and
lowest when they are told they agree he does not. The effect size
for this variable is the largest of those in the analysis of legitimacy
assessments in both samples accounting for 0.20 of variance for
undergraduates and 0.13 in the M-Turk sample. Thus, it seems
people pay particular attention to constitutional factors and institu-
tional rules in assessing the legitimacy of executive action.

Majority support does not influence participants’ assessments
of legitimacy in either administration. Thus, the only political
variable that is significant in legitimacy assessments is participants’
level of satisfaction with President Obama. The main effect for
the variable is highly significant in both samples (F[1, 220] 5

26.10; p<0.001 for the undergraduate sample and F[1, 245] 5

24.69, p< 0.001 in the M-Turk Administration). As predicted,
those who are dissatisfied with the President’s job performance

Table 2. Results for ANCOVA Analyses on the Legitimacy of Proposed
Executive Action for Student and Nonstudent Sample

Undergraduate Sample
(February 2012)

Mechanical Turk Sample
(February 2013)

Marginal
Means F Test

Effect
Size

Marginal
Means F Test

Effect
Size

Policy opinion
(covariate)

0.01 ns 3.68 ns

Factors
Issue 1.10 ns 0.33 ns

Debt ceiling 4.21 4.00
Humanitarian aid 4.48 4.15

Expert consensus 25.05*** 0.20 16.34*** 0.13
Clear authority 5.37 4.69
Unclear authority 4.28 4.36
No authority 3.39 3.16

Public support 1.10 ns 0.12 ns
Maj. supp. 4.23 4.03
Maj. opp. 4.47 4.11

Dissatisfaction
w/Obama

26.10*** 0.12 24.69*** 0.10

Satisfied/neutral 5.00 4.67
Dissatisfied 3.74 3.47

Sig. interaction
Expert consensus.

x dissatisfied
3.13* 0.03 1.09 ns

N 221 246
R squared 0.33 0.31
Adj. R squared 0.25 0.23

*p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.001.
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are much less likely, on average, to see the proposed action as a
legitimate exercise of executive power.

Turning to the hypotheses about when political factors are likely
to matter, there is a significant interaction (F[2, 219] 5 3.13;
p< 0.05) between expert consensus and participants’ feelings about
the President in the analysis of legitimacy assessments in the under-
graduate sample, but not in the nonstudent sample (F[2,
245] 5 1.09, n.s.). To get a better idea of what is going on, I present
the marginal means for the presidential satisfaction factor for each
of the consensus conditions in Figure 1. Panels A and B demon-
strate a main effect for constitutional consensus conditions that is
consistent with hypotheses. In each sample those dissatisfied with
Obama were less likely to view actions as legitimate across all con-
sensus conditions. For undergraduates the differences appear quite
substantial where presidential authority is unclear and when he
lacks authority. Where experts agree he has the authority to take
action, however, there is not a large difference; this is why the inter-
action between presidential satisfaction and constitutional consen-
sus conditions is significant; it indicates presidential satisfaction has
a somewhat different effect across consensus conditions. In the M-
Turk sample differences appear quite substantial across all three
consensus conditions; thus the interaction is not significant in the
main ANCOVA of legitimacy assessments for that administration.

To confirm this intuition, main effects from disaggregated
ANCOVAs for each expert consensus condition (using the same
factors and policy covariate) are presented in Table 3. In the
undergraduate sample, dissatisfaction is not significant where par-
ticipants are told experts agree that the President has clear author-
ity to act, but the factor is significant where they are told his
authority is unclear and when participants are told experts agree
he does not have authority to take the proposed action. In the
nonstudent administration, the factor gauging presidential satisfac-
tion is significant across all three expert consensus conditions.

Disaggregated Regression Analyses

To further probe the influence of presidential satisfaction
under different levels of constitutional constraint I also conducted
disaggregated regressions of legitimacy assessments for each sam-
ple across the consensus conditions. Specifically, the disaggregated
regressions allow for the exploration of the role of satisfaction
across the variable’s entire seven-point range. It was necessary to
dichotomize the variable to create a factor allowing us to see how
presidential satisfaction interacted with manipulations for the
ANCOVAs set forth above, but given the skew in the variable (see
note 10) some readers will, no doubt, want to see this more
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nuanced approach.14 The regression analyses also allow us to
observe the influence of additional variables like gender, race, and

Figure 1. Marginal Means for Legitimacy Assessments Across Expert Consen-
sus Conditions. Panel A: Undergraduate Sample. Panel B: M-Turk Sample.

14 Though it is often necessary to dichotomize variables for data analysis, research
indicates there can be a significant loss in information when variables are split (Akien, West,
and Reno, 1991: 168 citing research showing simple correlations using dichotomous vs.
continuous variables can differ significantly, resulting in measurement error). As such, some
readers may be concerned that the significant result of the presidential satisfaction is due to
the way the variable is constructed; looking at the influence of the variable across its entire
range should alleviate such concerns by allowing for more differentiation between those
who are satisfied and those who feel neutral about Obama’s performance across different
levels of expert consensus.
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party affiliation that have been theorized to influence perceptions
of government action.15

Each model includes variables for the issue type (coded 1 for
debt ceiling, 0 for humanitarian aid), majority support (1 for
majority support, 0 for opposition), presidential satisfaction (1–7
scale with higher values indicating greater satisfaction with
Obama), policy opinion on relevant measure (1–6 scale with
higher numbers indicating participants think debt ceiling serious
problem or United State has strong obligation to aid foreign
states in times of humanitarian crisis), party (1–7 scale with
higher numbers coded as Democratic affiliation), gender (1 male,
0 female), and race (1 African American, 0 other). I also include
an interaction for the manipulated factors of issue area and

Table 3. F-Test Results for Disaggregated ANCOVA Analyses on the
Legitimacy of Proposed Executive Action for Student and
Nonstudent Samples

Undergraduate Sample
(February 2012)

Mechanical Turk Sample
(February 2013)

Clear authority (N 5 74/83) F Test Effect Size F Test Effect Size

Policy opinion 1.10 1.06
Issue 1.38 0.05
Public support 0.10 0.37
Dissatisfaction with Obama 1.15 7.23** 0.09
R squared 0.16 0.17

Unclear authority (N 5 74/79)
Policy opinion 0.82 0.09
Issue 0.08 0.32
Public support 1.40 0.49
Dissatisfaction with Obama 8.69** 0.12 4.1* 0.05

R squared 0.20 0.17
No authority (N 5 73/84)

Policy opinion 0.00 3.611
Issue 0.32 3.291
Public support 0.58 0.62
Dissatisfaction with Obama 17.21*** 0.21 16.36*** 0.18

R squared 0.22 0.29

1p< 0.10; *p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.001.

15 As this is an experiment with random assignment it is not strictly necessary to
“control” for these variables. Moreover, because race and gender are dichotomous it would
be inappropriate to include them as covariates in an analysis of variance (Field 2013) but we
can certainly observe their influence using regression techniques. Research indicates
women may judge government action more favorably than men (Carroll and Geiger-Parker
1983; Songer, Davis, and Haire 1994) and African Americans may be less likely to see state
action as legitimate (Gibson and Caldeira 2009; Kinder and Sanders 1996). African Ameri-
cans also tend to have more favorable ratings of Obama. Additionally, including party affilia-
tion should help us differentiate its influence from presidential satisfaction in this
supplemental analysis.
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majority support to ensure all experimental effects are accounted
for in the regression analysis (Auspurg and Hinz 2014).16

Results of these analyses appear in Tables 4 and 5. For partic-
ipants in the undergraduate sample, again satisfaction with
Obama is only political variable that significantly influences legiti-
macy assessments (see Table 4). Neither majority support, nor
participants’ expressed policy views, influenced their feelings
about whether the President is acting approptiately. The direction
of the satisfaction coefficient indicates, as we observed in the
ANCOVA analyses, those who approve of Obama are more likely
to judge his actions as legitimate. Moreover, the variable only
obtains statistical significance, where his authority to act is
unclear. This is consistent with the motivated reasoning hypothe-
sis suggesting feelings about the President can act as information
where constitutional rules regarding executive authority are
ambiguous. Satisfaction is not significant where there is a consen-
sus that the President has authority to take action; it seems consti-
tutional considerations are driving participants relatively
high assessments of the legitimacy of proposed action in this
category.17

Interestingly, where undergraduates are told the President
lacks authority to take action, the regression analysis indicates

Table 4. Ordinary Least Squares Regression for Legitimacy Assessments in
Each Expert Consensus Category—Undergraduate Sample

Expert Consensus Condition

Clear
Authority

Unclear
Authority

No
Authority

Constant 5.54*** (1.14) 8.03*** (1.58) 3.50* (1.69)
Issue (debt) 0.32 (0.41) 20.60 (0.57) 21.04 (0.65)
Majority support 0.59 (0.38) 20.79 (0.55) 21.00 (0.65)
Presidential satisfaction

(seven-point scale)
0.18 (0.12) 0.51*** (0.15) 0.341 (0.18)

Policy opinion 0.08 (0.13) 20.12 (0.17) 0.21 (0.19)
Democrat 20.02 (0.13) 20.19 (0.17) 0.351 (0.20)
Male 0.35 (0.28) 0.25 (0.44) 20.19 (0.49)
African American 22.00* (0.87) 0.10 (1.19) 1.89 (1.48)
Issue x Maj. support 20.971 (0.56) 1.02 (0.77) 0.85 (0.87)
N 74 74 73
R squared 0.25** 0.22* 0.35***
Adj. R squared 0.16 0.13 27

1p< 0.10; *p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.001 (two tailed test).

16 As Auspurg and Hinz (2014: 58–59) note all meaningful parameters including
interactions among vignette dimensions must be accounted for in analyses of experimental
data. Note, there is no variable for constitutional consensus because I split the data on that
factor to probe how political variables operate under each experimental consensus
condition.

17 There is a significant effect for race in this category with African Americans being
more suspect of the legitimacy of proposed action.
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presidential satisfaction has a marginal effect on judgments of
legitimacy—this hints at the possibility, derived from Hibbing and
Theiss-Morse’s thinking, that deviation from constitutional rules
can act as a trigger for political considerations to factor into
assessments of legitimacy as citizens try to assess appropriateness
of executive motivations. Those who are dissatisfied with Obama
may be more likely to impute self-interested motives in question-
able executive action.18 This is similar to the finding from the dis-
aggregated ANCOVA (Table 3) where those who were dissatisfied
with the President had significantly lower assessments of pro-
posed action in this category. The fact that it is only marginally
significant in the disaggregated regression analysis is probably
because there is less pronounced variation in legitimacy ratings
across the variables’ entire range than for the dichotomized ver-
sion of the variable.19 Results from both the disaggregated analy-
ses are similar in that they suggest that participants who are
generally satisfied with Obama are more likely to extend the

Table 5. Ordinary Least Squares Regression for Legitimacy Assessments in
Each Expert Consensus Category—Mechanical Turk Sample

Expert Consensus Condition

Clear Authority Unclear Authority No Authority

Constant 3.30** (1.33) 3.22* (1.48) 3.81* (1.72)
Issue (debt) 0.20 (0.53) 21.04 (0.54) 20.70 (0.53)
Majority support 0.38 (0.51) 20.21 (0.52) 20.73 (0.55)
Presidential satisfaction

(seven-point scale)
0.251 (0.13) 0.221 (0.11) 0.44** (0.13)

Policy opinion 20.07 (0.15) 20.10 (0.16) 0.21 (0.13)
Democrat 20.13 (0.16) 20.13 (0.14) 20.05 (0.17)
Male 20.26 (0.37) 0.33 (0.38) 0.27 (0.42)
African American 20.68 (0.94) 3.64** (1.19) 20.70 (1.11)
Issue x Maj. support 20.39 (0.72) 0.64 (0.73) 0.82 (0.76)
N 82 78 83
R squared 0.20* 0.22* 0.29***
Adj. R squared 0.11 0.13 0.21

1p< 0.10; *p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.001 (two tailed test).

18 Party is also marginally significant in this category among undergraduates and, as
one might expect, it is correlated with presidential satisfaction. VIF and Tolerance statistics
indicate, however, that muticolliniarity is not a problem in the regression model.

19 This is also likely the case for M-Turk sample where significance levels vary across
disaggregated analyses. I present both types of analyses (the ANCOVAs with the dichoto-
mous presidential satisfaction variable and the regression analyses with the continuous vari-
able) on the theory that more information is better than less. At any rate, both yield largely
consistent results (i.e., presidential satisfaction is the only experimental variable that
achieves significance across one or more consensus conditions). I use the regression analyses
with the more nuanced continuous variable to evaluate my competing moderation hypothe-
ses, keeping in mind that findings about the role of satisfaction are generally more pro-
nounced using the dichotomous version of the variable.
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benefit of doubt in judging his actions where experts calls his
constitutional authority into question.

Results in the nonstudent sample, set forth in Table 5, pro-
vide even stronger support for this trigger hypothesis. Again, sat-
isfaction with Obama is the only political variable that influences
participants’ legitimacy assessments, but the pattern of influence
is distinct from that in the undergraduate sample. Here, feelings
about Obama have at least a marginal effect across all three cate-
gories of constitutional consensus. Again, those who are satisfied
with Obama are more likely to view his actions as legitimate. This
is likely because, as we observed in the ANCOVA analyses, the
constitutional consensus conditions did less to constrain the role
of satisfaction in legitimacy assessments; M-Turk participants
were simply less likely than undergraduates to defer to the
“constitutional experts” in making their assessments about legiti-
macy to the exclusion of other considerations. Here, presidential
satisfaction has its strongest effect where M-Turk participants are
told that experts agree the Chief Executive lacks authority to take
proposed action. This echoes the finding in the undergraduate
sample that a violation of constitutional rules may serve as a trig-
ger for feelings about Obama to influence assessments of the
legitimacy of proposed action. I consider the implications of these
findings in the discussion section that follows.

Discussion

A summary of results with respect to each hypothesis is pre-
sented in Table 6. This study reveals several important things
about how people think about executive authority. First, there
was no support for the Issue Hypothesis; although legitimacy
assessments were slightly higher for the foreign policy scenario,
differences were not significant. Participants in both samples
made similar judgments about the authority of the president to
act with regard to the foreign and domestic issues that were the
subject of experimental manipulations.

Consistent with prior research, evidence supports the Differ-
ential Reasoning Hypothesis. It seems people do not have to
agree with proposed measures to recognize the President’s
authority to act; desirability and legitimacy judgments were only
moderately correlated. Moreover, different variables were signifi-
cant in each assessment. As predicted, policy preferences mat-
tered more in assessments of whether or not the President
should take particular action than in judgments about whether
he had the legitimate power to do so. Moreover, consistent with
the Institutional Rule Hypothesis, constitutional considerations

214 Exploring Citizen Assessments

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12180 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12180


T
ab

le
6

.
S

u
m

m
ar

y
o

f
R

es
u

lt
s

H
yp

o
th

es
is

U
n

d
er

g
ra

d
S

am
p

le
M

-T
u

rk
S

am
p

le
E

vi
d

en
ce

Is
su

e
h

yp
o

th
es

is
N

o
t

su
p

p
o

rt
ed

N
o

t
su

p
p

o
rt

ed
T

h
er

e
ar

e
n

o
si

g
n

ifi
ca

n
t

d
if

fe
re

n
ce

s
in

le
g

it
im

ac
y

as
se

ss
m

en
ts

ac
ro

ss
fo

re
ig

n
ve

rs
u

s
d

o
m

es
ti

c
is

su
e

ar
ea

s.
D

if
fe

re
n

ti
al

re
as

o
n

in
g

h
yp

o
th

es
is

S
u

p
p

o
rt

ed
S

u
p

p
o

rt
ed

P
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
’p

o
li
cy

o
p

in
io

n
s

ar
e

si
g

n
ifi

ca
n

t
in

d
es

ir
ab

il
it

y
b

u
t

n
o

t
le

g
it

im
ac

y
as

se
ss

m
en

ts
.
E

x
p

er
t

co
n

se
n

su
s

ab
o

u
t

co
n

st
it

u
ti

o
n

al
ru

le
s

m
at

te
rs

m
o

re
in

le
g

it
im

ac
y

th
an

d
es

ir
ab

il
it

y
as

se
ss

m
en

ts
.

H
yp

o
th

es
is

R
el

at
ed

th
e

R
o

le
o

f
R

u
le

s
in

L
eg

it
im

ac
y

A
ss

es
sm

en
ts

In
st

it
u

ti
o

n
al

ru
le

h
yp

o
th

es
is

S
u

p
p

o
rt

ed
S

u
p

p
o

rt
ed

E
x

p
er

t
co

n
se

n
su

s
ab

o
u

t
co

n
st

it
u

ti
o

n
al

ru
le

s
h

as
a

st
ro

n
g

an
d

si
g

-
n

ifi
ca

n
t

in
fl

u
en

ce
o

n
le

g
it

im
ac

y
as

se
ss

m
en

ts
;

th
e

re
la

ti
ve

o
rd

er
o

f
m

ea
n

s
is

as
p

re
d

ic
te

d
.

H
yp

o
th

es
es

R
eg

ar
d

in
g

th
e

R
o

le
o

f
P

o
li
ti

ca
l
V

ar
ia

b
le

s
in

L
eg

it
im

ac
y

A
ss

es
sm

en
ts

M
aj

o
ri

ty
su

p
p

o
rt

N
o

t
su

p
p

o
rt

ed
N

o
t

su
p

p
o

rt
ed

M
aj

o
ri

ty
su

p
p

o
rt

fo
r

ac
ti

o
n

d
o

es
n

o
t

si
g

n
ifi

ca
n

tl
y

en
h

an
ce

le
g

it
i-

m
ac

y
as

se
ss

m
en

ts
.

P
o

li
cy

p
re

fe
re

n
ce

s
N

o
t

su
p

p
o

rt
ed

N
o

t
su

p
p

o
rt

ed
P

ar
ti

ci
p

an
ts

’p
re

fe
re

n
ce

s
o

n
th

e
is

su
e

b
ei

n
g

ad
d

re
ss

ed
d

o
n

o
t

si
g

-
n

ifi
ca

n
tl

y
in

fl
u

en
ce

le
g

it
im

ac
y

as
se

ss
m

en
ts

.
P

re
si

d
en

ti
al

sa
ti

sf
ac

ti
o

n
S

u
p

p
o

rt
ed

S
u

p
p

o
rt

ed
P

ar
ti

ci
p

an
ts

w
h

o
ar

e
d

is
sa

ti
sfi

ed
w

it
h

P
re

si
d

en
t

O
b

am
a

te
n

d
to

as
se

ss
p

ro
p

o
se

d
ac

ti
o

n
as

si
g

n
ifi

ca
n

tl
y

le
ss

le
g

it
im

at
e.

T
h

e
re

g
re

ss
io

n
an

al
ys

es
in

d
ic

at
e

th
is

re
la

ti
o

n
sh

ip
h

o
ld

s
ac

ro
ss

th
e

va
ri

ab
le

’s
se

ve
n

-p
o

in
t

sc
al

e.
C

o
n

d
it

io
n

al
H

yp
o

th
es

is
R

el
at

ed
to

L
eg

it
im

ac
y

A
ss

es
sm

en
ts

H
o

w
d

o
ru

le
s

m
o

d
er

at
e

e
x

p
re

ss
io

n
o

f
p

o
li
ti

ca
l

va
ri

ab
le

s
in

as
se

ss
m

en
ts

?

M
o

st
co

n
si

st
en

t
w

it
h

m
o

ti
va

te
d

re
as

o
n

in
g

an
d

tr
ig

g
er

h
yp

o
th

es
es

T
h

e
ro

le
o

f
p

re
si

d
en

ti
al

sa
ti

sf
ac

ti
o

n
is

co
n

d
it

io
n

ed
b

y
ru

le
s;

d
is

-
ag

g
re

g
at

ed
re

g
re

ss
io

n
an

al
ys

es
in

d
ic

at
e

it
s

in
fl

u
en

ce
is

m
o

st
ev

id
en

t
w

h
er

e
p

ar
ti

ci
p

an
ts

ar
e

to
ld

it
is

u
n

cl
ea

r
w

h
et

h
er

th
e

P
re

si
d

en
t

h
as

au
th

o
ri

ty
to

ac
t.

M
o

st
C

o
n

si
st

en
t

w
it

h
N

o
M

o
d

er
at

io
n

an
d

T
ri

g
g

er
H

yp
o

th
es

es

P
re

si
d

en
ti

al
sa

ti
sf

ac
ti

o
n

is
at

le
as

t
m

ar
g

in
al

ly
si

g
n

ifi
ca

n
t

ac
ro

ss
al

l
le

ve
ls

o
f

co
n

st
it

u
ti

o
n

al
co

n
se

n
su

s;
D

is
ag

g
re

g
at

ed
re

g
re

ss
io

n
an

al
ys

es
re

ve
al

it
h

as
th

e
st

ro
n

g
es

t
in

fl
u

en
ce

w
h

er
e

p
ar

ti
ci

-
p

an
ts

ar
e

to
ld

th
e

P
re

si
d

en
t

la
ck

s
au

th
o

ri
ty

to
ac

t.

Braman 215

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12180 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12180


weighed heavily in judgments of legitimacy; expert assessment of
Presidential compliance with institutional rules was highly signifi-
cant in both samples.

Of the three political variables tested, only one, satisfaction
with the President, significantly influenced assessments of about
the legitimacy of proposed executive conduct. But even where
satisfaction factored into evaluations about the appropriateness of
executive conduct, as Figure 1 clearly illustrates, it operated in a
range that was determined by compliance with constitutional
rules.

Surprisingly, there was no support for the Majority Support
Hypothesis; the level of public support for proposed action did
not matter for legitimacy assessments in either sample. Thus, at
least for the issues that were the subject of this study, participants’
seemed to treat the President as a “trustee” representative, mak-
ing legitimacy assessments regardless of the level of popular sup-
port for proposed conduct. This could be a reflection of citizens’
general faith in the President’s discretion as a policy expert—but
it could also be an artifact of the particular issues employed in
this study. The debt crisis and the determination of circumstances
that merit humanitarian intervention could both represent com-
plex issues where people are likely to give politicians significant
latitude to act against what a majority of citizens want. Further
testing should be done to test the durability of this finding before
we conclude broad based public support cannot augment the
perceived legitimacy of proposed action for different types of
issues.

With regard to the preference variables tested in this study, it
is clear that feelings about the person acting as President mat-
tered more than preferences about the issue that proposed action
sought to address. Although evidence did not support the Policy
Preferences Hypothesis, there was substantial support for the
Presidential Satisfaction Hypothesis. Results indicate that those
who were dissatisfied with President’s job performance were less
likely to deem proposed conduct a legitimate exercise of execu-
tive authority than those who were satisfied or felt neutral about
his performance. Significantly, however, findings also demon-
strate that the influence of presidential satisfaction was condi-
tioned on the level of compliance with constitutional rules, albeit
in different ways across samples.

Regression results from the undergraduate administration were
most consistent with the hypothesis that rules can constrain the
role of political factors in participants’ judgments; satisfaction with
Obama had its strongest influence on judgments of legitimacy
where the President’s authority to act was unclear. This is consistent
with the research on motivated reasoning showing that citizens
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often use “feelings as information” when other criteria for evalua-
tion are ambiguous. This likely occurred in the undergraduate
sample because student participants were willing to defer to the
“constitutional experts” cited in our scenarios about the constitu-
tionality of proposed action to the exclusion of other considera-
tions. In other words, they were particularly sensitive to the
influence of our manipulations of constitutional constraint; they
took expert information at face value in making their evaluations.
As such, the results from the undergraduate sample are particularly
useful for evaluating the internal validity of experimental hypothe-
ses; they demonstrate the potential for institutional rules to constrain
political factors where citizens accept as true evidence that the pres-
ident is complying with (or violating) constitutional dictates.

Of course, ordinary citizens may be less likely to defer to
experts. This is why the experiment was replicated using the
nonstudent sample. Results from the M-Turk replication, while
consistent with the undergraduate administration in many impor-
tant respects, do seem to demonstrate that nonstudent partici-
pants were less likely to defer to experts in legitimacy evaluations
to the exclusion of other factors. Satisfaction with Obama was at
least marginally significant across all three levels of constitutional
constraint. Thus, in the M-Turk sample, rules played less of a
role in dulling the role of presidential satisfaction in legitimacy
assessments across all levels of constraint.

Regression results in the nonstudent sample also differed from
those in our student sample, in that, attitudes toward the President
had their strongest influence when participants were told that
experts agreed Obama was violating his constitutional authority. This
is consistent with the idea that political factors are especially impor-
tant where there is evidence the President is acting outside the
bounds of his authority. In line with Hibbing and Theiss-Morse’s
(2002) thinking, we saw that an alleged violation of constitutional
authority can act as a “trigger” for citizens to use their feelings about
the Chief Executive to judge the legitimacy of his actions.

This particular result is also consistent with findings from politi-
cal psychology suggesting that citizens are not passive, disinterested
observers of politics. Lodge and Taber (2006) argue that people
tend to treat politics like sports fans—supporting political parties
and politicians they like and assessing those they do not like more
critically. In essence, it could be that the expert consensus against
constitutional authority signaled to participants that a debate about
constitutional powers was imminent; thus, it may have served as a
cue for participants to “choose a side” and rally behind the Presi-
dent if they liked him or against the Chief Executive if they were
dissatisfied with his performance. This raises the intriguing possibil-
ity that popular presidents may have an easier time than those who
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are unpopular in expanding their authority in response to current
issues without widespread public opposition. If people like the
President they will be more likely to accept even questionable asser-
tions of authority that might be interpreted as “power grabs” com-
ing from less popular Chief Executives. It also suggests that Chief
Executives will have the most success with novel assertions of power
at particular points in their terms when they enjoy a good deal of
public support; this is more likely to be the case, for instance, at
the beginning, rather than at the end of their tenure.

Of course, further testing should be done to test the durability
of these findings and probe the cognitive mechanisms underlying
these results. Some argue that President Obama is a particularly
polarizing figure, so it would be useful to see how similar variables
apply to citizens’ thinking about assertions of authority made by
our next chief executive. Moreover, future studies might investi-
gate how citizens think about Presidential authority with regard to
other important issues. One might hypothesize, for instance, that
how people think about the commitment of troops to active hostil-
ities, like the fight against Islamic State in the Middle East, is dis-
tinct from how they think about the President sending troops to
aid in the sort of humanitarian crisis investigated here; or that
public sentiment could play an more important role with regard to
domestic issues that are less complex and more emotionally
charged than the debt crisis (such as the recent executive order on
immigration reform). Future studies can (and should) be designed
to look at these interesting questions; this inquiry gives us a good
start in investigating such phenomena.

Conclusion

This paper set forth a theory of how citizens think about the
appropriate exercise of executive power that accounted for insti-
tutional rules, political factors and the interaction between them.
It revealed not only which political factors were important among
a number of theoretically based variables, but when they mattered
in assessments of executive action as well. Employing an experi-
mental design, we saw that compliance with constitutional rules
and satisfaction with the President weighed most heavily in the
minds of student and nonstudent participants when judging the
legitimacy of executive action. Findings suggest that institutional
rules can constrain the role of political factors in assessments of
the legitimacy, but this is not inevitably the case. Strong feelings
about the individual acting as Chief Executive and an added mea-
sure of skepticism about the wisdom of “experts” may be
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prevalent where ordinary citizens think about government
authority in the context of real world issues.

These findings complement recent studies investigating how
similar factors shape evaluations of judicial and legislative author-
ity shedding light on how government action is assessed across
different branches of government. For instance, Braman and
Easter (2014) find that judges’ compliance with decision-making
rules is by far the most important factor in assessments of the
appropriate exercise of judicial authority. Judges are rated as act-
ing significantly more appropriately when their decisions are
characterized as being motivated by legal considerations com-
pared to when they are portrayed as being driven by political
ideology, contributions, or bribes. Interestingly, Braman and
Easter find that nothing can bolster assessments of decisions
based on grounds experimental participants view as particularly
suspect (bribes and political contributions), but political factors
(like significant public support for the outcome of a case involv-
ing tort liability, and participants’ own agreement with the policy
implications of case a involving gay marriage) can enhance the
legitimacy ratings of decisions characterized as being motivated
by legal and ideological considerations.

In the congressional context, Braman (2015) reports compli-
ance with constitutional rules pertaining to federalism is signifi-
cant in assessments of exercise of national legislative authority.
Where experimental participants are told that constitutional
experts agree it should be the national government acting on
immigration and gun control issues, their assessments are signifi-
cantly higher than when they are told experts believe that Con-
gress would be infringing on state prerogatives in taking
proposed action. Indeed, the pattern of results for the impact of
constitutional rules on legitimacy assessments looks quite similar
to that observed in the current study. In the legislative context,
however, it is participants’ agreement with the proposed policy
action that interacts with rule compliance most prominently. As
we observe here with feelings about Obama, where they are sig-
nificant, policy views can have a strong influence in evaluations of
legislative authority. This is quite distinct from the judicial con-
text where compliance with decision-making rules predominate
and political factors seem to matter at the margins.

The picture emerging from this nascent line of research indi-
cates that while individuals may be willing to extend latitude to
presidents they like and/or legislative actions they agree with in
judging the appropriateness of government deeds, that latitude is
not unlimited. It is bound by conceptions of appropriate behavior
across the different branches of government. Clearly, citizens pay
very close attention to whether government actors are following
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prescribed rules in evaluating the legitimacy of state action.
Moreover, evaluations of the appropriate exercise of government
power are highly contextual, depending on the political environ-
ment at the time of the assertion of contested authority.

Still, it is possible for political actors to take advantage of hos-
pitable conditions when they arise to expand the authority of
particular offices like the Presidency in concrete ways. This line
of research may help us to understand why such expansions of
power tend to be incremental rather than revolutionary. Perhaps
most importantly, it can illuminate the “conditions under which”
these shifts in authority are more (and less) likely to occur.
Clearly, both rules and political context play an important role in
how citizens think about the appropriate exercise of state author-
ity and they can interact in complex ways that are worthy of addi-
tional theoretical and empirical attention.
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