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I When Obama won the presidency in 2008, a frequent
argument made (by Obama surrogates or friendly opinion
writers) was that Obama had to move quickly to get the most
important parts of his agenda passed

I Why move quickly?

• The Honeymoon period
• The Midterm effect

I ...After the public turned against “Obamacare” and it looked
like it might not pass:
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I When Obama won the presidency in 2008, a frequent
argument made (by Obama surrogates or friendly opinion
writers) was that Obama had to move quickly to get the most
important parts of his agenda passed

I Why move quickly?

• The Honeymoon period
• The Midterm effect

I ...After the public turned against “Obamacare” and it looked
like it might not pass:

• ‘If we don’t keep our campaign promise, the voters will punish
us’

• ‘We already started... if we fail, the voters will punish us for
failure’

• ‘Everybody hates entitlements that don’t exist and loves them
once they are in effect’
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A number of polls collected by FiveThirtyEight in March, 2017:
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CBS polls looking for support for repealing Obamacare:
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I Is there a short window of time where members of Congress
are more willing to cooperate with the President?

I Should a party quickly pass legislation during the beginning of
the presidential term in anticipation of loosing seats at
Midterm?

I Do voters punish politicians for failing to keep campaign
promises to enact legislation they don’t want enacted?

I Do voters punish politicians for failing to pass legislation they
don’t want enacted?

I Do voters start to like entitlements once they are in effect?
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I Is there a short window of time where members of Congress
are more willing to cooperate with the President?

• The Honeymoon period: Presidential approval tends to start
high and decline over time
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Obama:
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Trump:
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I Presidential approval tends to start high and decline over time

I Presidential approval declined for different presidents at
different times, suggesting the possibility that the declines are
due to actions by the President that the voters view
unfavorably

I In Obama’s case, it appears that the “Honeymoon” was over
before the Obamacare push started
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Congressional Elections

I Is there a short window of time where members of Congress
are more willing to cooperate with the President?

• The Honeymoon period: Presidential approval tends to start
high and decline over time

• Are members of congress are more likely to support the
President’s agenda when voters approve of the president?
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I Should a party quickly pass legislation during the beginning of
the presidential term in anticipation of loosing seats at
Midterm?

• The Midterm Effect: The President’s party tends to loose
seats in midterm elections
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I Theories of the Midterm Effect: Coattails withdrawn

• Presidential Coattails: Characteristics of the presidential
candidates may influence voters in House and Senate elections

I The ideological positions of the presidential candidates may
effect House and Senate elections

I The attractiveness of presidential candidates may effect House
and Senate elections

I The state of the economy (for which the President is most
likely to be blamed) may effect House and Senate elections

I etc.

• In midterm elections, coattails may not be present

I Example: the Democrats gain seats in the House in 2008
because voters love Obama

I Example: in the 2010 midterms, voters aren’t thinking about
Obama, so the House/Senate vote returns to normal
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I Theories of the Midterm Effect: Surge and Decline

• Easily confused with coattails withdrawn...
• Turnout is higher during Presidential elections
• The electorate is different is midterm elections
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The midterm electorate has tended to be more highly educated
(with 2018 a possible exception):
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The midterm electorate has tended to be more white:
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I Theories of the Midterm Effect: Surge and Decline

• Easily confused with coattails withdrawn...
• Turnout is higher during Presidential elections
• The electorate is different is midterm elections
• Lower turnout means that midterm elections feature more

partisan voters
• Partisan voters less affected by presidential characteristics



Congressional Elections

I According to Coattails Withdrawn and Surge and Decline:

• Things return to normal during midterm elections leading the
President’s party to loose seats

• Prediction: the more the President’s party gained during the
Presidential election, the more they should lose during the
Midterm
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Midterm Seat Gain vs. Seat Gain in Last Presidential Election:
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I Theories of the Midterm Effect: Referendum theory

• Midterm elections are a referendum on the President
• If the president is doing poorly, his party will loose seats

• Presidents often do poorly
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From FiveThirtyEight:
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I During midterm elections, they know who will be president, so
the best way to ensure divided government is to vote for the
other guy (hence the President’s party looses seats)
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The preference for divided government (Lacy and Paolino):
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Presidential vs. Midterm Elections:
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I The Midterm effect:

• The President’s party is very likely to be punished in the
midterm

• The President’s party will be punished more when the
President is judged to have performed poorly
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Midterm loss vs. level of gridlock:
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Did voters eventually start to like Obamacare?
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Returning to the five questions:

I Is there a short window of time where members of Congress
are more willing to cooperate with the President?

• Presidential popularity tends to decline over time, but the
decline does not always happen as the same time

I Should a party quickly pass legislation during the beginning of
the presidential term in anticipation of loosing seats at
Midterm?

• The President’s party will tend to lose seats no matter what,
but midterm loss will be worse when the president is judged to
have performed poorly

I Do voters punish politicians for failing to keep campaign
promises to enact legislation they don’t want enacted?

• No evidence for this—in fact, it seems that midterm effects are
smaller when gridlock is high
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• Selection effects

I The tendency of weak candidates to never win elections in the
first place
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I Linear regression approach to measuring the incumbency
advantage:

Incumbency Advantage

Basic 13.6%
Controlling for District Ideology 11.4%

Controlling for Positions 8.3%
Controlling for Expenditures 6.3%

Controlling for Challenger Quality 4.9%
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I Attracting weak challengers:

Against Incumbent Open Seats
Democratic Quality Challenger 23% 47%
Republican Quality Challenger 17% 43%
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• the incumbent being well suited to the district
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• incumbents attracting weak challengers

I The raw incumbency advantage may have increased over
time, but a good part of this increase is due to increasingly
strategic behavior by the parties
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I Scandals:

• Peters and Welch (1980)—Between 1968 and 1978, House
candidates lost an average of 6 to 11 points due to scandals

• Welch and Hibbing (1997)—Between 1982 and 1990, House
candidates lost an average of 6 to 13 points

• Levitt (1994)—Between 1972 and 1990, House candidates lost
an average of 5 points

• Long (2012)—Between 1992 and 2000, House candidates lost
an average of 3 points

• Abramowitz (1988)—Between 1974 and 1986, Senate
candidates lost an average of 7 points

I Scandals lead to substantial vote loss

I Scandal effects likely underestimated because many candidates
embroiled in scandals retired or lost the primary election

I Some evidence effect of scandals have been diminishing over
time
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I Race and Gender:

• There is a widespread belief among minority and female
candidates that they will have to overcome prejudice by voters

Dependent variable: vote share of Democratic House candidate
Controls: No

Intercept 50.5 (0.5)***
Democratic candidate is female 3.2 (1.0)***
Republican candidate is female 2.5 (1.2)*
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I Race and Gender:

Dependent variable: vote share of Democratic House candidate
Controls: No Yes

Intercept 50.5 (0.5)*** -
Democratic candidate is female 3.2 (1.0)*** 0.1 (0.3)
Republican candidate is female 2.5 (1.2)* -0.1 (0.5)
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• There is some evidence that this is a recent phenomenon
• This may reflect not the fact that voters are unbiased, but that

bad female candidates are deterred from entering politics
• Are voters biased against minority candidates?
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• Black candidates do not seem to perform worse in House

elections than white candidates

• This may reflect not the fact that voters are unbiased, but that
black Democratic candidates tend to run in heavily Democratic
districts
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I The President and national factors

• Being of the same party as the president (different effects in
presidential vs. midterm elections)

• Presidential approval
• The economy
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I How important are these factors in Congressional elections?
(big, moderate, small or none)

• Candidate positions
• Spending
• Incumbency
• The type of election (presidential vs. midterm)
• Incumbency
• Challenger quality
• Scandals
• Race and gender
• The president
• The economy
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• We found evidence against directional voting, primary-driven
polarization, donor-driven polarization, and party-pressure
driven polarization

• We did not find evidence against elite driven polarization
(though no direct evidence for)

• Most of the literature estimates the vote loss due to being an
extremist as small or moderate
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competitiveness due to redistricting

• Later in the semester: the conflict many members of Congress
have between their personal extremity and the relative
moderation of their voters is a key factor in understanding
legislative behavior and organization
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I Next lecture: We will discuss redistricting
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