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Why Are American Presidential Election Campaign
Polis So Variable When Votes Are So Predictable?

ANDREW GELMAN anp GARY KING*

As most political scientists know, the outcome of the American presidential election can be
predicted within a few percentage points (in the popular vote), based on information available
months before the election. Thus, the general campaign for president seems irrelevant to the
outcome (except in very close elections), despite all the media coverage of campaign strategy.
However, it is also well known that the pre-election opinion polls can vary wildly over the
campaign, and this variation is generally attributed to events in the campaign. How can cam-
paign events affect people’s opinions on whom they plan to vote for, and yet not affect the
outcome of the election? For that matter, why do voters consistently increase their support
for a candidate during his nominating convention, even though the conventions are almost
entirely predictable events whose effects can be rationally forecast?

In this exploratory study, we consider several intuitively appealing, but ultimately wrong,
resolutions to this puzzle and discuss our current understanding of what causes opinion polls
to fluctuate while reaching a predictable outcome. Our evidence is based on graphical presen-
tation and analysis of over 67,000 individual-level responses from forty-nine commercial polls
during the 1988 campaign and many other aggregate poll results from the 1952-92 campaigns.

We show that responses to pollsters during the campaign are not generally informed or
even, in a sense we describe, ‘rational’. In contrast, voters decide, based on their enlightened
preferences, as formed by the information they have learned during the campaign, as well
as basic political cues such as ideology and party identification, which candidate to support
eventually. We cannot prove this conclusion, but we do show that it is consistent with the
aggregate forecasts and individual-level opinion poll responses. Based on the enlightened prefer-
ences hypothesis, we conclude that the news media have an important effect on the outcome
of presidential elections — not through misleading advertisements, sound bites, or spin doctors,
but rather by conveying candidates’ positions on important issues.

Something is amiss in the scholarly study of American presidential elections.
For some time now, political scientists have forecast the outcome of presidential
elections accurately using only information available before the start of the
general election campaign. However, the numerous ‘trial heat’ public opinion
surveys (polls about whether likely voters plan to cast their ballots for the
Democratic or Republican candidate for president) conducted during the
campaign vary enormously in support for the Democratic and Republican
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candidates. At one point during the 1988 general election campaign, survey
respondents favoured Dukakis over Bush by 17 percentage points, and yet
any reasonable application of the political science literature would have made
George Bush almost certain to win the November election.

In addition to being interesting in its own right, the puzzle stated in the
title of this article is important for three related reasons. First, given our pro-
fession’s heavy reliance on public opinion surveys for studying presidential
elections and numerous other phenomena, the puzzle represents a large void
in our substantive understanding and possibly also a very serious methodologi-
cal problem for much existing research outside this area. The existence of the
puzzle means that we cannot rely on answers to at least some survey questions.
What political science obviously needs is a very clear broader theory of the
survey response, so that we can decide which questions contain directly useful
information. Although there has been much interesting work on the subject,
we certainly have no fully satisfactory theory yet.' This is not a problem
we solve in this article, but any resolution of the more general problem must
also account for our puzzle.

A second reason for studying this subject is its potential contribution to
what political philosophers have called ‘the epistemological problem of inter-
ests: how we can know what they are.”” Dahl defines ‘interests’ by appealing
to the concept of enlightened understanding: ‘A person’s interest or good is
whatever that person would choose with fullest attainable understanding of
the experience resulting from that choice and its most relevant alternatives.’
He and others have asked, ‘What processes or institutions can best be counted
on to protect these interests?” We have no final answer to this question, but
the issues we address and evidence we provide may help to focus the question
more precisely.

Finally, the puzzle has a practical consequence, since mainstream journalists
respond to it largely by ignoring the lessons of political science and instead
interpreting each short-term change in the public opinion polls as a serious
change in the likely fortunes of the candidates. This focus is in part responsible
for the relatively issue-free, or ‘horse race’, aspect of presidential campaign
media coverage, which at its most extreme finds journalists interpreting the
race by deconstructing the claims of competing ‘spin doctors’. Conversely,
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of the Dynamics of Political Reasoning: A General-Purpose Computer Assisted Methodology’,
Political Analysis, 1 (1989), 99-120.
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some political observers, noting the success of forecasters in predicting elections
months ahead of time, hold that the general election campaign has no effect
on the outcome of the presidential election. Neither of these extreme positions
fully captures the truth; at the end of this article, we return to a discussion
of the role of the media in election campaigns.

As far as we know, the arguments and evidence in this paper apply only
to the general election campaign for the American President (see Section 2.2).
Sorting out where it applies, and why, is an important topic for future research.
In Section 1, we review the evidence regarding political scientists’ forecasts
and the variability of poll results. Underlying our ability to forecast is the
profession’s distinctive model of voter decision making. Section 2 discusses
this model, as well as the alternative model implicitly followed by most accounts
of the election in the news media. We work our way through several plausible,
but flawed, explanations for this puzzle in Section 3. We are far from a final
answer to our puzzle, but we do have one tentative explanation, which is consis-
tent with all our existing evidence. We outline this hypothesis in Section 4
and present the evidence for it in Section 5. We conclude in Section 6 with
a discussion of the implications for the role of the media in presidential election
campaigns.

Our intended contribution in this article is to raise the question in our title
and provide evidence sufficient to dismiss many apparently reasonable and
‘obvious’ hypotheses (including our own prior beliefs). Because of the largely
exploratory nature of relevant existing theories, we make extensive use of gra-
phical techniques. This enables us to evaluate a series of specific hypotheses
while still not obscuring features of the data that might suggest novel approaches
or new hypotheses.

1. FORECASTING EVIDENCE AND DATA SUMMARIES

Rosenstone’s forecasting model is one of the most developed and successful
of the recent contributions to the literature, and it is the empirical results of
this model on which we focus.’ His model is based on measurable economic
and political variables that were discovered and analysed by numerous
researchers over many decades, and not on trial heat polls. Even if one were
to disagree with the particulars of Rosenstone’s model, it would be hard to
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deny that past presidential elections have been forecast fairly accurately using
these methods.*

1.1. Political Science Forecasts up to 1988

Rosenstone summarizes his considerable success at forecasting presidential elec-
tions through 1980. Perhaps even stronger evidence is that his model has con-
tinued to forecast very well in the two elections since the publication of his
book, as recounted by Rosenstone.’ In both 1984 and 1988, Rosenstone’s fore-
casts fell within 1 per cent of the nationwide popular vote and predicted only
a few states incorrectly, an excellent performance, considering that the forecasts
were made months before the election. Table 1 summarizes the performance
of Rosenstone’s model, along with our forecasts for 1992 (see below), by com-
paring forecasts made at the start of the general election campaign with those
from the national polls, media prognoses and judgements by political strategists
taken at the same time.

Rosenstone also presents what he calls ‘perfect information forecasts’, based
on information theoretically, but not actually, available before the election,
such as late changes in real disposable income. (This would be actually available
if the government released this information earlier.) These perfect information
forecasts are generally significant improvements. They are obviously of less
use for actual forecasting, but they confirm the most important general point
from our perspective: the outcomes of recent elections can be predicted within
a few percentage points in the popular vote, based on events that have occurred
before Labor Day (the first Monday in September).

Other forecasting models, also based on economic and political variables
measured before the start of the campaign, have performed well, and often
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dential Stock Market: A Field Experiment’, Research in Experimental Economics, 4 (1991), 1-43,
present some non-statistical approaches to forecasting presidential elections. Social scientists have
been explaining and forecasting individual votes and aggregate election outcomes almost since
the start of the discipline. The first quantitative article published in a political science journal
(about political science) was on voting behaviour (William Ogburn and Inez Goltra, ‘How Women
Vote: A Study of an Election in Portland, Oregon’, Political Science Quarterly, 34 (1919), 413-33),
and voting, particularly in presidential elections, has almost always remained a lively area of
research.
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TABLE | Presidential Election Forecasting Errors
Forecasts Errors
1984
National Popular Vote
Rosenstone 0.3 percent
National polls (average miss) 5.3 percent
National Electoral Vote
Rosenstone 48 electoral votes
Media prognoses (average miss) 129 electoral votes
Political strategists (average miss) 115 electoral votes
1988
National Popular Vote
Rosenstone 0.2 percent
National polls (average miss) 2.8 percent
National Electoral Vote
Rosenstone 82 electoral votes
Media prognoses (average miss) 131 electoral votes
1992
National Popular Vote
Gelman and King 0.3 percent
National polls, early September (average miss) 2.8 percent
National polls, mid-October (average miss) 5.4 percent
National Electoral Vote
Gelman and King 5.6 electoral votes
State polls, September 59 electoral votes

Note: All popular vote forecasts are expressed in terms of the Democratic candidate’s share of
the two-party vote. The 1984 forecasts were made in mid-July; the 1988 forecasts were made
in early September; the 1992 forecasts were performed in early-October, but only used information
available in early September. When the media declared states as ‘toss-ups’, the electoral votes
were divided evenly between the two major parties and states were counted as half a miss.

Source for 1984 and 1988 forecasts: Rosenstone, ‘Predicting Elections’, Tables 1 and 2.

better, in recent years.” By contrast, public opinion polls at this time gave
relatively useless forecasts of the election outcome. The predictions of media
experts and political strategists were not much better.’
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