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political capital to spend on social security reform or, in Bush’s own words,
“the third rail of American politics” (McDermott 2005; see Weiner (2007)
for a more extensive evaluation of this claim). That entitlement reform in
general is difficult surely compounded Bush’s difficulties. Perhaps more
damning was the means of selling reform and building support. Unlike edu-
cation policy, Bush’s strategy of “going local” to sell personal investment
accounts to the public and put pressure on legislators—in a classic, “going
public” strategy—raised the stakes for the president and legislators. And,
much as Kemell (1997, 34) predicted, it made bargaining over policy
specifics behind closed doors virtually impossible. Yes, Bush influenced
media attention to social security, but this increased public awareness of
social security reform actually heightened opposition to reform (Edwards
2007, 258).

Faith-Based Initiative

Federal charitable choice policy began as a little-noticed provision of
the 1996 Welfare Reform Act, which allowed faith-based organizations to
apply directly for federal funds as long as those funds were not used for
worship, proselytizing, or religious conversion activities. In the 2000 presi-
dential election campaign, candidate Bush made it clear that he would
prioritize a more expansive faith-based initiative, with provision similar to
the Texas faith-based initiative, pursued by Governor Bush in 1996. Bush
campaigned aggressively on an agenda of expanded funding of faith-based
agencies that would transfer some of the responsibility for public welfare
away from government bureaucracies to local community outreach pro-
grams.

Only nine days after taking office in 2001, the new president pressed
his Republican allies in Congress to pass laws strengthening charitable
choice. His plan faced immediate opposition from both the left, which raised
concerns that expanded funding to religious groups directly violated the
separation of church and state, and the right, which opposed the initiative on
the grounds that it invited and even necessitated government infringement
on religious organizations. Despite this opposition, congressional leaders in
the House and Senate pressed forward to pass a strong faith-based initiative.
Backed by Representative J.C. Watts (R—OK), the Community Solutions Act
(H.R. 7, 2001) included important Bush priorities, such as tax exemptions
and incentives meant to invigorate donations to charitable organizations that
provided aid to the poor and welfare-to-work programs. Although it passed
the House, the bill failed in the Senate in part due to questions about “a
hiring exemption with regard to homosexuals,” which many feared would
lead to rampant discrimination (Formicola, Segers, and Weber 2003, 10).
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What is more, Senator Joseph Lieberman (D-CT), a staunch supporter of
charitable choice, refused to move the bill forward until the Senate and the
White House could resolve jointly important legal issues.

Although the issue would ultimately be pushed off of the legislative
agenda by the events of September 11, 2001, resulting in passage of a budget
expenditure of only $30 million dollars in “compassionate capital funds”
with no new tax incentives (Black, Koopman, and Ryden 2004, 4), a vital
component of Bush’s proposal, Bush continued to push a legislative solution
to fund faith-based organizations in 2002. The new bili, known as the
Charity, Aid and Recovery Empowerment Act (CARE), excluded funds with
a clear religious message and mission and any discrimination in hiring prac-
tices in an effort to overcome its previous opposition. Without this provi-
sion, the bill amounted to little more than a bundle of tax incentives for
donations to charitable organizations. It, too, died in the Senate in late 2002.

Frustrated with Congress, on December 12, 2002, President Bush
issued two executive orders to help implement Bush’s charitable choice
provisions and expanded the funding of faith-based organizations. The new
Bush plan prohibited federal agencies from discriminating against religious
charities and established faith-based offices in six cabinet departments
tasked with administering $7.7 billion in annual grants to social service
providers. In addition, these faith-based offices would provide liaisons to
assist religious providers in writing grant proposals to obtain federal fund-
ing. With this move, the “Bush administration was faced with the unusual
opportunity of being free to implement a virtually dormant current law that
they supported and upon which the president had campaigned” (Black,
Koopman, and Ryden 2004, 9).

Despite criticism that his executive orders were aimed at garnering
political clout with the religious right (Kuo 2006), Bush stayed committed to
his faith-based initiative throughout his administration. He featured it in his
State-of-the-Union Addresses and called upon Congress to make the provi-
sions of charitable choice permanently codified in law. Like education
policy, President Bush brought with him his faith-based ideas from Texas,
contributing to a fast-moving effort to adopt charitable choice legislation.
Yet, without clear support from Congress or the public,® Bush’s decision to
prioritize this did not prove successful. Nevertheless, charitable choice
represents a unique episode in Bush’s role as agenda-setter in which he used
executive prerogative to sidestep congressional opposition to a major policy
proposal. This may be a lesson for future presidents, that unilateral action is
a feasible alternative to enact domestic policy initiatives that fail to generate
sufficient support in Congress.
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Conclusion

What is the legacy of the George W. Bush Administration regarding
domestic policy agendas? The Bush presidency provides additional evidence
that variation in the broader political environment contributes to similar
variation in domestic policy agendas and their success. Bush offered more
new and major policies during his first term in office, when he was also most
successful. Although Bush’s total domestic policy agenda was largest during
his first year of his second term, the cycle of increasing effectiveness did not
correspond with a greater success rate. Instead, Bush’s top three domestic
policy priorities reveal not only the importance of moving fast, but also the
relevance of clear public support for the president’s policy position. Educa-
tion policy was successful, in part, given public support for reform and
Bush’s prioritization of the policy early in his term using a bipartisan stra-
tegy. Social security reform arguably failed because the public did not sup-
port the president’s policy solution, nor did he “hit the ground running” with
a well-grounded and clear policy designed to generate legislative support.”
Although Bush clearly moved fast, arriving in Washington armed with his
own Texas faith-based initiative, public support was mixed on this priority
and the president was ultimately unable to generate the level of congres-
sional support needed for it to clear numerous legislative hurdles. The long-
term utility of faith-based initiatives have further been called into question
by the Supreme Court, which has left open the possibility for a state to
prevent faith-based organizations from receiving state or federal funding
even if these organizations finance only their non-religious services with
public funds (Locke v. Davey 540 US 712 [2004]).

The broad results presented in this paper confirm the importance of
moving fast with a rather ambitious, but concise, domestic policy agenda.
Public support, perhaps not for the president’s job, but his position on his
policy priorities, appears vital to presidential success on top domestic policy
agenda items, too. Given the difficulties presidents face moving public opin-
ion, it makes sense for presidents—who can prioritize any number of policy
problems—to focus on issues that the public already supports, early. Al-
though political capital can undoubtedly be replenished by events and other
favorable developments, it is imperative that presidents move quickly to
mitigate the effects of the cycle of decreasing influence. This paper, there-
fore, supports previous research and continues to build on our body of
knowledge about what influences the president’s yearly domestic policy
agenda and its success. Whatever George W. Bush’s legacy to politics,
policy, and the presidency may be, the confirmation of these generalizations
is certainly one of his legacies to political science.
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NOTES

'"Typically, the president’s first address to a joint session of Congress is not called a
State of the Union Address, but rather, a statement on Administration goals or something
similar. These are included in our references to the State of the Union Address.

*The actual appropriation was $12.4B (Swindell 2004).

*Without question, Bush’s success rate presented here would have been lower had
it not been for the passage of key energy provisions in 2005.

“In 1999, the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) replaced TAAS.

*Democratic senators Evan Bayh and Joe Lieberman supported a “Three R’s Plan”
during the 106th Congress that included many of Bush’s proposals.

®http://www.whitehouse.gov/infocus/social-security/200501/socialsecurity.pdf.

According several Gallup/CNN/USA Today polls, only 41 percent of Americans
approved of Bush’s handling of social security at the beginning of January, 2005. That
number dropped precipitously during Bush’s social security reform tour, bottoming out at
29 percent, according to a July 22-24, 2005 poll. Only 44 percent supported personal
savings accounts at the end of June, 2005 (Edwards 2007, 257).

$An April 10, 2001, Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life and the Pew Research
Center for the People & the Press revealed that even though 75 percent favored govern-
ment funding for faith-based organizations, this support varied by religion with less than
40 percent supporting such funds for Muslim mosques or Buddhist temples. What is
more, 68 percent worried that faith-based initiatives might lead to excessive govern-
mental involvement with religious organizations.

®Although we do not explore this condition, the budget deficit may have also
played a role in the failure of social security reform. If surpluses were high in 2005, there
may have been greater support among the public and Congress to support a transition to
private savings accounts, given more available resources to fund it. Charitable choice
reveals similar patterns.
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