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PRESIDENT REAGAN’S MANDATE
FROM THE 1980 ELECTIONS
A Shift to the Right?

DOUGLAS A. HIBBS, Jr.
Harvard University

This article presents evidence from statistical data, statistical models, and electoral surveys
indicating strongly that the substantial victory of Reagan and the Republicans in 1980 was
the predictable consequence of poor economic performance under Carter and the
Democrats and did not represent an ideological “shift to the right” by the electorate. The
latter part of the article discusses the implications of this conclusion for public support for
the Reagan administration’s social and economic program, and for the Republican party’s
political prospects in 1982 and 1984.

This campaign was about the failure of Jimmy Carter—about the
way he messed up our economy and our standing in the world.

— William Casey, former Campaign Manager,
Reagan-Bush Committee.!

1980 was not a watershed election. According to all the post-election
surveys we’ve done, the people wanted change in this election. They
haven’t necessarily ratified what we stand for. We have this great
opportunity in the next years to show what we stand for works.

—Paul Weyrich, head of the New Right’s
Committee for the Survival of a Free
Congress, quoted in Orren and Dionne,
(1981: 27).

The 1980 elections obviously represented a substantial victory
for Ronald Reagan and the Republic Party. Mr. Reagan received
55.3% of the two-party vote (50.8% of all votes cast) and was the
first challenger to defeat an elected, incumbent president since
Roosevelt beat Hoover in 1932, The Democratic Party’s share of
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the popular vote for the House of Representatives fell three
percentage points (from §34% in 1978 to 50-4%) and they lost 33
seats (from 276 to 243)2—a decline of 7.6% in their House
strength. Democratic losses (Republican gains) were even heavier
in the Senate. The Democrats lost 12 seats (from 58 to 46); as a re-
sult the Republicans now enjoy their first Senate majority since
1954.3 Among the victims of the debacle were more than a half-
dozen well-known liberal Democratic senators: McGovern (South
Dakota), Bayh (Indiana), Culver (lowa), Magnuson (Washing-
ton), Durkin (New Hampshire), Nelson(Wisconsin), and Church
- (Idaho).

Put simply, there are two ways to interpret the 1980 election
outcomes. One interpretation, more popular among journalists
and Republicans in or close to the administration than among
academic specialists, is that the election results reflect a funda-
mental “shift to the right” of the electorate’s preferences concern-
ing the federal government’s role in domestic social and economic
affairs.® According to this view, the election signaled a dramatic
erosion of political support for federal economic intervention and
social welfare efforts that began with Franklin Roosevelt’s New
Deal legislation in the 1930s and reached maturity with Lyndon
Johnson’s Great Society programs in the 1960s. By this interpre-
tation, 1980 was therefore a watershed election in which a
majority of voters soundly rejected federal activism and welfare
state policies sustained under Carter and the Democrats.

An alternative interpretation is that the 1980 election outcomes
represent the predictable consequences of poor performance—
particularly poor macroeconomic performance—under Carter
and the Democrats. The 1980 election results therefore should be
seen as a referendum on the incumbents’ (mis)handling of
economy and perhaps other problems.¢ Ironically, it follows from
this view that the 1980 political successes of Ronald Reagan and
Francois Mitterand have common origins. Both the American
Republican and the French Socialist candidates (and their
respective parties) were the political beneficiaries of the restrictive
economic policies embraced by the Carter and Giscard d’Estaing
governments to fight inflation.® According to this view, then,any
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president and incumbent party going before the electorate with
the record of Carter and the Democrats would have been in deep
political trouble, and virtually any credible challenge to the
president and the in-party—from the left or the right—would
have been successful. Hence the 1980 election results reflect
neither an ideological watershed nor a rejection of liberal social
policies, but rather represent a repudiation of the Carter admin-
istration’s poor performance.

These alternative interpretations of the 1980 election have
significant implications for the support that President Reagan’s
economic and fiscal program is likely to command among voters
during the next few years. If Carter and the Democrats were
defeated because of a substantial ideological shift in the electorate
away from welfare-state liberalism, then President Reagan’s
program of substantial reductions in federal social expenditure
and taxation is squarely consistent with the new distribution of
voter preferences and, consequently, should enjoy sustained,
widespread support in the mass public. On the other hand, if the
Democrats’ defeat in 1980 stems primarily from the high
inflation, high unemployment, and low growth experienced
during the later part of the Carter administration, then President
Reagan’s “economic recovery” program must significantly im-
prove America’s macroeconomic performance (and not simply
reduce federal social expenditures and redistribute income away
from lower-income groups) in order to remain politically viable in
the years ahead. As will be seen, evidence concerning the sources
of the Republicans victory as well as events since Mr. Reagan’s
inauguration support the latter view.’ :

THE ECONOMY AND THE 1980 ELECTIONS:
EVIDENCE FROM STATISTICAL DATA AND MODELS

The macroeconomic history of the Carter administration looks
like the stylized “political business cycle” run backward.8 Having
inherited a 7.7% rate of unemployment from the Ford adminis-
tration—a hangover from the terrible 1974-1975 recession—the



390 /| AMERICAN POLITICS QUARTERLY / OCTOBER 1982

Carter administration pursued stimulative macroeconomic poli-
cies throughout 1977 and into 1978. The policies succeeded and
helped lower unemployment by almost two percentage points
between the end of 1976 and the beginning of 1979. However,
inflation accelerated steadily in 1977 and 1978 and ratcheted
upward even more in 1979 following the second big round of
OPEC petroleum price increases. This prompted the Carter
administration in late 1978 to abandon the liberal Democratic
goal of moving the economy toward full employment and to
implement restrictive monetary and fiscal policies designed to put
downward pressure on the inflation rate. The policy shift created
an election-year recession, but because of the sluggish response of
wages and prices to economic slack, the inflation rate declined
only slightly during the last two quarters of 1980 from its mid-
year peak. Consequently, President Carter and the Democrats
went before the electorate in 1980 with the worst of all possible
situations—high inflation, increased unemployment, and falling
real income and output,

It is no surprise that President Carter was the first elected
incumbent to be defeated in a reelection bid since Hooverin 1932:
Carter had the worst election-year economic record since Hoover.
In 1980, for example, for the first time since 1932 the year-on-year
growth rate of real output and income was actually negative. This
is one important reason why President Carter’s Gallup poll
approval rating plummeted in July 1980 (the trough of the 1980
recession) to 21%—the lowest level recorded since the Gallup
organization began polling in the 1930s during the Roosevelt
administration.

The Carter administration’s economic performance record is
contrasted more systematically to that of other postwar adminis-
trations in Table 1. We know that mass political support for the
president (as registered in the Gallup polls) is influenced by the
unemployment rate, the Consumer Price Index inflation rate, and
the per capita real personal disposable income growth rate, and so
these variables are shown in the table. The combined economic
record displayed in the fourth column of the table is simply the
sum of the real income growth rate minus the inflation and
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unemployment rates (R-P-U). This computation is sensible
because, averaged over all voters, the three economic variables
have been shown in empirical work to have approximately equal
weight on support for the president, with inflation and unem-
ployment, of course, being negatively signed (see Hibbs, 1982a).

The first, left-side entry under each column in Table | shows
the election-year economic record. Although the sustainable
unemployment rate and the core inflation rate have shown an
upward trend in the postwar American economy, it is obvious
that Carter’s record was an especially poor one. Compared to the
election-year records of other administrations, Carter’s inflation
and real income growth rate performances were by far the worst,
and his election-year unemployment rate was more favorable
only than that of Ford in 1976. The Carter administration’s
combined election-year record shown in column 4 of the table
therefore registers the least favorable score by a wide margin.

Since political support is based on an administration’s cumu-
lative performance and not just on its election-year record
(Hibbs, 1982a, 1982b),% the second, right-side entry for each
column of the table gives a weighted average of the economic
performance outcomes for the 15 preelection quarters of each
presidential term, starting from the quarterly outcome nearest to
the election (the July-September quarter) and going backward to
the first.!® However, the message conveyed by the cumulative,
weighted average performance records does not differ substan-
tially from that of the raw election-year records. Looking
backward from the preelection quarter over the period 1980:3 to
1977:1, Carter’s cumulative real income and inflation records
were the worst and his cumulative unemployment record was the
second worst of any postwar administration. Given the Carter
administration’s dismal combined cumulative record of —-17.7, it
would have been surprising had Carter not lost the election. The
only other sitting president to be defeated in a reelection bid—
Ford in 1976—also had a distinctively poor macroeconomic
record. With the exception of Carter’s combined records, both
the election-year and cumulative combined performance score of
the Ford administration (-11 and -12.5, respectively) are substan-
tially less favorable than the others.



Hibbs / A SHIFT TO THE RIGHT? / 393

The impression left by the statistical data in Table 1 —that the
economic record suffices to explain the Democrats’ losses in
1980—is reinforced by predictions of several statistical models. In
articles cited earlier I reported evidence indicating that a presi-
dent’s approval rating in the Gallup poll responds systematically
to unemployment, inflation, and the real income growth rate, and
that the collapse of the economy during the last two years of the
Carter administration accounted for the deterioration of Carter’s
Gallup ratings. Although Gallup approval ratings are not
electoral outcomes, they do correlate highly with the vote shares
received by incumbents running for reelection, as well as with the
vote shares of nonincumbent nominees of the president’s party.
For all presidential elections from 1952 through 1976 the linear
equation best describing the relationship between the two-party
percentage of the vote received by the incumbent party’s nominee
(V) and the preelection quarterly Gallup percentage approval

‘rating of the President (Approve) is:!!

V.= 33.3 + 0.373 Approve,, n
(6.33) ©.11)

R2 = (.68, SER = 4.2 (standard errors in parentheses).

President Carter’s preelection, third quarter 1980 Gallup ap-
proval rating was 33.3%. By equation 1 the predicted two party
vote share for Carter in the 1980 election therefore is 45.7%[33.3+
(0.373 x 33.3)]—only 1.1% away from his actual two-party share
of 44.6% and nearly two full standard errors lower than the
1952-1976 mean presidential vote share of 53.3% received by
nominees of the incumbent party.

A second, more straightforward way of assessing the predicta-
bility of President Carter’s defeat from the economic record of his
administration is to examine the 1980 presidential election
outcome in light of the historical association between the vote
share received by the incumbent party’s candidate and macro-
economic performance. The structure of the American political
economy has changed profoundly from the prewar to the postwar
period, and therefore it is sensible to confine the analysis to
elections from 1952 onward. However, since the political effects
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of unemployment, inflation, and the real personal disposable
income growth rate cannot be estimated reliably from only eight
presidential election observations, the estimation equation in-
cludes only real income growth performance.!?

Below is the equation best describing the association of the
two-party vote share (in percentage points) of the incumbent
party’s candidate for president (V) and the (geometrically)
weighted average of the (OPEC adjusted) annualized quarter-on-
quarter percentage rate of growth of real personal disposable
income per capita (R) cumulated over the 15 preelection quarters
in each administration:!3

14 i 14 .
V, =457 +330 [z 0.8" R,_; | <1/‘z 0.8' >] (2]
(327) (1.49)19(0.19) i=0
R?= 0.63, SER = 5.09 (standard errors in parentheses).

Figure | shows a scatterplot of the vote share and cumulative
real income growth rate data along with the regression line
implied by equation 2. The regression line prediction for Presi-
dent Carter’s two-party vote share is 42.5%, which is 2.1 below
the 44.6% he actually received. The regression results reinforce
the point that in view of past experience, any incumbent
candidate with a cumulative real income growth rate record as
poor as Carter’s would be expected to lose—and lose badly.
Notice also that the regression line in Figure 1 yields large
overpredictions (negative residuals) for the Democratic (incum-
bent party) candidates in 1968 and especially in 1952. Clearly the
U.S. involvement in the Vietnamese and Korean civil wars—each
of which ultimately became extremely unpopular and each of
which of course is not taken account of by the simple economic
performance model of equation 2—helped produce a vote for the
incumbent party’s presidential candidate lower than would have
been anticipated from the real income growth rate record alone.
Indeed, the regression line shown in Figure 1 suggests that had the
United States not becomeinvolved in the Korean and Vietnamese
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conflicts during the Truman and Kennedy-Johnson presidencies,
respectively, the Democrats may well have won both the 1952 and
1968 elections. (Recall that prominent Republican campaign
appeals in 1952 and 1968 were Eisenhower’s pledge to “go to
Korea” and Nixon’s “secret plan” to end the Vietnam War,
respectively). In other words, based on the incumbent party’s
cumulative real income growth rate record alone, Stevenson in
1952 and Humphrey in 1968 perhaps “should” have been
winners.!4

The main point to be emphasized from equation 2, however, is
‘that the incumbent party’s presidential candidate typically can
expect to receive about 45.7% of the vote plus a percentage
approximately equal to 3.3 times the administration’s geometri-
cally weighted cumulative per capita real personal disposable
income growth rate record. Therefore, barring major nonecono-
mic developments salient to the electorate (such as our military
involvement in Korea and Vietnam), postwar candidates of the
incumbent party could anticipate receiving a comfortable major-
ity of the presidential vote—say 52%—if during the 15 preelection
quarters the annualized quarter-on-quarter per capita real in-
come growth rate was maintained at about 1.6% [(52 -45.7) / 3.3
= 1.7]. Because voters weight performance outcomes close to the
election date much more heavily than outcomes earlier in the term
(as note 10 shows, for g = 0.8 the weight given to the outcome in
the pre-election quarter is nearly 20 times larger than weight given
to the outcome during the first quarter of the administration), a
strong election year economic record will compensate for truly
miserable performance during the first couple of years of an
administration. Or, conversely, miserable performance near the
election will neutralize a very favorable record earlier in the term.
In any case not one postwar candidate of the incumbent party was
successful when the cumulative, geometrically weighted average
real income growth rate was under 1.7%. President Carter’s
problem was that the disastrous 1979-1980 performance swamped
the favorable growth record of 1977-1978. Nixon’s first election
bid in 1960 was unsuccessful because the strong performance of
1959 was insufficient to neutralize the political consequences of
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the 1958 and, especially, the 1960 recessions during the Eisen-
hower administration. In President Ford’s case, even though
election year outcomes are weighted more heavily than the earlier
record, the favorable 1976 growth rate was simply not great
enough to overcome the political fallout from the deep recession
of 1974-1975, which at the time was the worst contraction in
postwar U.S. history. 4

A parallel statistical analysis of the expected popular vote for
the president’s party in on-year congressional elections also yields
results indicating that nothing was unusual about the Democrats’
1980 losses. Following Edward Tufte, a sensible measure of
congressional election outcomes is the Standardized Vote Loss or
Gain (SVL) of the president’s party, which is defined as the
nationwide House vote percentage for the party of the president
in the t M election minus that party’s average popular vote per-
centage in eight prior congressional elections (Tufte, 1978:
chap. 5). Equation 3 reports the results for the regression of the
standardized vote loss on the (OPEC adjusted) cumulative
growth rate of per capita real personal disposable income:!$

14 . 14 .
SVL, =-3.57 + 1.19 [2 0.56'R _; <1/,2 0.56'>} (3]
(0.83) (0.29)|'=9(0.12) i=0

R?'=0.78, SER = 1.56, (standard errors in parentheses).

Equation 3 indicates that each percentage point change in the
cumulative growth rate record for per capita real personal
disposable income typically has been associated with a change of
1.2% in the national vote for the incumbent party’s House
candidate. Given a “swing ratio” (the change in party seat shares
accompanying a given change in House popular vote shares) that
for recent on-year congressional elections has been estimated to
fall between about 2.0 and 2.5,!6 this means that each sustained
percentage point change in the annualized, quarter-on-quarter
real income growth rate translates into a 2.4-3.0 point shift in the
percentage of House seats going to the party controlling the
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presidency. For example, in the case of the Democrats in 1980 this
meant that each sustained percentage point decline of the real
income growth rate had an implicit political price tag (political
shadow cost) of between 10 and 13 House seats. Furthermore, the
constant in equation 3 of -3.6 implies that in order for the
president’s party to obtain a House vote share in a given on-year
election equal to its long-run average (the mean of eight prior
House elections), the cumulative, weighted average real income
growth rate must be in the vicinity of 3% [3.6 = 1.2 x 3.0].

In 1980 the Democrats were saddled with a cumulative real
‘income growth ‘rate record of -0.94% (given g = 0.56). As
illustrated in Figure 2, this yields via equation 3 an expected
standardized vote loss of about 4.7% (SVL = -4.7). In fact, the
Democrats’ standardized (and actual) vote loss was just under 3
percent in 1980, which, in light of the Carter administration’s
economic record, was perhaps a fortunate result.!” Nonetheless, it
is clear that in the 1980 House races a sizable aggregate shift in the
popular vote against Democratic candidates was to be expected
from economic conditions during the Carter years.

THE ECONOMY AND THE 1980 ELECTIONS:
EVIDENCE FROM THE SURVEYS

Some readers may find arguments based on statistical relations
among aggregate electoral and economic data less than completely
convincing. However, the evidence from survey interviews of
large numbers of individual voters are fully consistent with the
conclusions drawn from the aggregate statistical models pre-
sented above.

As in 1976, there is little doubt about the preeminent status of
macroeconomic issues with voters in the 1980 election. For
example, Gallup poll data show that in 1980 more than three-
quarters of the public mentioned one or more economic issues as
“the most important problem facing the country today.” By
contrast, only about 129% of the Gallup respondents identified
other domestic social and political issue$, or international issues,
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TABLE 2
Issues Underlying the Support for Reagan in the 1980 Election

Which (of the listed) Issues Vere lost Important
in Affecting How You Voted Today (for Reagan)?
[two responses permitted]

Inflation and the Lconomy 405
Balancing the Federal Budget 26%
-Jobs and Unemployment 20%
U.S. Prestige around the Vorld 1%
Reducing Federal Income Taxes 13%
Crisig in Iran : 9%
ERA and the Abortion Issue 5%

SOURCE: CBS News/New York Times 1980 Election Day Poll, reported in the
National Journal, August 11, 1980, p. 1877.

as among the nation’s most important problems (see the data
reported in Hibbs, 1982c: Fig. I). Interviews conducted by the
CBS News/New York Times survey organization with more than
12,000 actual voters in selected precincts as they left the polls tell a
similar story.

Table 2 shows data from the CBS News/New York Times
interviews on the issues most important to Reagan voters.
Clearly, neither social and “moral” questions—the Equal Rights
Amendment and abortion—nor international issues—the crises
in Iran and U.S. international prestige—weighed heavily on the
minds of many Reagan supporters. This implies that the influence
of antifeminist groups and the “right-to-life” and “moral major-
ity” movements in the general election was quite small,'® not-
withstanding all the publicity their activities received and all the
money such groups raised.!? Instead, the great economic issues of
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inflation and unemployment and the fiscal issue of the federal
deficit (undoubtedly because many people see deficit spending as
an important cause of inflation) dominated the attention of
Reagan voters. The only issue directly touching a right-wing
ideological chord—the question of federal tax reduction—was
designated as an important influence by only 13% of the Reagan
voters, putting it in fifth place among the significant issues.

These data are compatible with other survey results showing
that government spending and service programs continue to
enjoy widespread public support. For example, in the 1980
General Social Survey only 33% of the public thought that “the
government should provide fewer services . . . in order to reduce
spending.” Overwhelming majorities held the view that we are
spending either “too little” or “about the right amount” on such
major social program areas as health (92%), education (90%),
solving the problems of big cities (76%), drug addiction (92%),
improving the conditions of blacks (74%), and crime (94%).2°
Similarly the January 1981 CBS News/New York Times poll
found that 72% of the public would like to see federal spending
“increased or kept about the same” for benefits to college students;
729% also held this view for unemployment compensation, 77% for
controlling pollution, 75% for mass transit, 81% for highways,
and 899 for social security cost-of-living benefits.2! Only the food
stamp program—whose abuses had been well publicized during
the Carter administration—did not attract strong majority sup-
port in the CBS News/New York Times poll: 479 of the public
thought spending on this program should be decreased and 47%
thought spending should remain the same or be increased.

The personal qualities selected by Reagan voters as reasons for
their choice also reveal little evidence of ideological voting in
1980. Table 3 shows the pertinent data from the CBS News/New
York Times election day survey. The most striking feature of
these data is that only 119% of the Reagan voters listed his
conservatism as a reason for their choice. Rather, voters’ sense
that it was “time for a change” and their perception that Reagan
was “a strong leader” were identified as the decisive factors. In
light of the economic mismanagement of 1979-1980 and Jimmy
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TABLE 3
Qualities Underlying Reagan’s Personal Appeal in the 1980 Election

Which (of the listed) Qualities Best
" Describe Your Choice (of Reagan)?
[two responses permitted]

It’s Time for a Change 38%
He's a Strong Leader 21%
He's My Party’s Candidate 12%
He's a Real Conservative 11%

le Impressed Me During the Debate 10%

I Like His Vice President 9%
He Has Honesty and Integrity 9%
His Experience in Government 6%

SOURCE: CBS News/New York Times 1980 Election Day Poll, reported in the
National Journal, August 8, 1980, p. 1877.

Carter’s well-developed capacity to appear vacillating and in-
effective, it is hard to argue that such judgments were inaccurate
or unreasonable. Small wonder, then, that when the public was
asked to evaluate comparatively the performance of the last eight
presidents (Roosevelt to Carter) in the January 1981 Harris poll,
only 2% thought Carter “was best on domestic affairs” and fully
449% thought he “was least able to get things done.”?? In any case,
there is no sign from the data in Tables 2 or 3 that support for
Reagan reflected a dramatic surge in conservative political
orientations among voters.

Recent trends in the ideological distribution of the electorate
identified by various national surveys confirm this interpretation.
Table 4 reports the relevant data. Although the various surveys
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TABLE 4
Recent Trends in the Ideological Distribution of the Electorate

SURVEY YEAR

SRC-National

Election Studies 1972 1974 1976 .1978 1980
Liberal 19% 21% 16% 20% 17%
Neutral-Moderate 27 26 25 27 20
Conservative 27 24 25 28 29

Gallup Polls

Liberal 27% - 20% - 19

Middle—-of-the-Road 34 - 47 - 49
Conservative 39 - 33 - 31

General Social Surveys

Liberal - 31% 29% 28% 26%
Moderate - 40 40 38 41
Conservative - 30 31 34 34

SOURCES: Miller et al. (1980: 95) and ICPR, Election Study Codebooks, for SRC
surveys; Roper Center (July 1980: 70) for GSS surveys; Public Opinion (Feb.-Mar.
1981: 20) for Gallup surveys.

NOTE: Question wordings and ideological scales vary.

used different question wordings and scales to assess the elec-
torate’s ideological orientation, the data in Table 4 show clearly
there was no great ideological shift in 1980. The SRC National
Election Studies indicate considerable stability in the distribution
of ideological orientations since 1972. Compared to earlier years,
the only distinguishing feature of 1980 in the SRC data is the 5%-
7% shift out of the neutral-moderate group into a residual a-
ideological category (which is not shown in the table). The Gallup
polls suggest there has been a decline of perhaps 8 points in the
percentages of the electorate viewing themselves as liberal and
conservative, and a corresponding growth in the percentage of
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middle-of-the-roaders. The General Social Surveys show a
gradual decline in the fraction of self-identified liberals and a
growth in the fraciion of conservatives of between 4 and 5
percentage points from 1974 to 1980—hardly the stuff of a major
change in the political composition of the electgrate. Survey
evidence favoring the idea that the 1980 election represents a
realignment of ideological commitments is therefore almost nil.

The implications of equation 2 and Figure I, tying Carter’s
defeat to his administration’s economic performance, are sup-
ported by other survey resuits bearing more directly on the 1980
presidential contest. The data in Table 5 show the division of the
vote among voters who reported their family financial situation
as having become better, stayed the same, or become worse over
the election year.?? Since data are available for 1976 as well as
1980, and because Jimmy Carter was a candidate in both elec-
tions, the survye results reveal the outcomes of a quasi-experiment.

In hath elections the ceonomy was the dominant issue. In 1976
Carter was the challenger attacking Ford’s economic record. The
challenge was successful, and in 1980, as the incumbent, Carter
had to defend his record against the major challenge from Reagan
and the nuisance factor posed by Anderson’s independent
candidscy -t Table S shows a great symmetry across the two
elections in the success of challengers and incumbents among
voters with various economic experiences prior to the election,
Among survey respondents reporting a stable family financial
situation during the year preceding the election, both the 1976
and 1980 vote split evenly between the challenger and the
incumbent. As the challenger in 1976, Carter received more than
three-quarters of the votes from those perceiving a deterioration
in their economic situation, but he won less than a third of the
votes from those claiming an improvement in their economic
situation. As the challenger in 1980, Reagan did about the same.
He attracted more support among voters feeling better off
financially than Carter had in the previous election (41% versus
30%), but he did somewhat poorer than Carter had among voters
feeling worse off (72% versus 77%). Looking at the data in
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TABLE 5
Family Financial Situation and the Vote for the President,
1976 and 1980

Compared to a Year Ago, Would You Say
That Your Family Is Financially Better
off Today, about the Same, Worse off
Today, or Not Sure?

1976 Better Same Yorse
Carter 30% 51% 77%
Ford 70 49 23

100% 100% 160%
N 3262 6924 3908
(23%) (49%) (28%)

19802 Better Same VWorse
Carter 53%/ 5% 46%/50% 25%/28%
Reagan 37741 46/ 50 64/72
Anderson 8 7 8
N 1841 4602 3911

(18%) (44%) (38%)

SOURCE: CBS News/New York Times election day interviews with voters as they
left the polls, reported in the New York Times, Nov. 9, 1980,

a. Right-side entries give two-party vote shares, excluding Anderson.
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another way, in 1980 Carter as incumbent was somewhat more
successful than Ford had been in 1976 with voters who perceived
their families as being worse off financially (28% versus 23%), but
Carter’ was less successful with voters who felt better off
economically (59% versus 70%).

The principal lesson to be drawn from Table 5, however, is that
Reagan’s success in 1980 among voters reporting various eco-
nomic experiences is about what one would expect of a credible
challenger in an election where, as in 1976, the economy was the
most salient issue. Since both the cumulative and election-year
‘economic records of the Carter administration in 1980 were less
favorable than the Nixon-Ford records in 1976 (see Table 1),
fewer voters felt better off (18% versus 23%) and more voters felt
worse off (38% versus 28%) during the Carter-Reagan contest
than during the Ford-Carter race. And this is the main reason that
Reagan defeated Carter by a (relative) margin larger than Carter’s
victory over Ford four years earlier.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRESIDENT REAGAN’S
MANDATE AND THE REPUBLICAN PARTY’S
POLITICAL FUTURE

Statistical models and survey data strongly indicate that the
Republican victory in 1980 was based on dissatisfaction with the
Carter administration’s management of the economy and a
concomitant desire for change, rather than on any conservative
tide or ideological shift to the right in the electorate. The voters
did not reject welfare state liberalism; they punished Carter and
the Democrats for economic mismanagement. Jimmy Carter was
the first elected incumbent to be defeated since Herbert Hoover
because the economic record of his administration during periods
just prior to the election was the worst since Hoover’s. Indeed,
there was more justice in the electorate’s verdict in 1980 than in
1932, because the macroeconomic knowledge and policy tools -
available to the Carter administration were much more developed
than those at the disposal of political authorities 50 years ago.
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As Orren and Dionne (1981) recently noted, there is consid-
erable irony in the fact that Carter’s defeat has been interpreted as
a sign of the political collapse of welfare-state liberalism. For in
the context of his times, Jimmy Carter was probably the least
liberal Democratic president in this century, and he lost the
election not because of his liberalism but because he pursued
conservative anti-inflationary policies that produced an election-
year recession on top of severe inflation. The victim of this irony
was one of the most enduring public perceptions in American
political life: the idea that the Democrats are the party of
prosperity and high employment. Thanks to the legacy of the
Great Depression, which was sustained by the 1953-1954, 1957-
1958, and 1960 recessions during the Eisenhower years, the 1969-
1970 recession during Nixon’s first term, and by the terrible 1974-
1975 contraction during the Nixon-Ford administration, when
Jimmy Carter was elected president in 1976 the Democratic Party
enjoyed its traditional advantage over the Republicans as the
party voters saw as best equipped to manage the economy.2s The
1976 SRC National Election Study, for example, showed that
among voters who saw a difference in the parties’ effectiveness
managing the economy (not quite half the electorate), Democrats
were considered better able to handle the unemployment problem
by a factor of nearly 4to 1 (36.4% to 9.5%). The Democrats even
led the Republicans as the party seen as more likely to better
handle inflation by 28% to 19%. Four years and one Carter-
induced recession later, these Democratic advantages were gone.
In the 1980 preelection SRC survey the Republicans enjoyed a 2
to 1 advantage over the Democrats as the party seen as likely to
better handle inflation (319 to 15%), and led the Democrats as’
well in response to the question about which party would better
handle unemployment (23% to 19%)).2¢

By featuring his economic and fiscal plan as a “program for
economic recovery”?’ President Reagan struck a responsive
political chord. Indeed, the packaging and promotion of the
president’s program after the 1980 election exhibits political
deftness not seen in Washington since Lyndon Johnson’s suc-
cesses with his Great Society legislation in the mid 1960s. The
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president’s program includes a substantial reduction of federal
civilian expenditure and a significant reduction in federal per-
sonal taxation rates, skewed toward the upper income groups. As
intended, these changes will certainly yield a shift in the
composition of aggregate output and consumption away from the
public sector to the private sector, and a shift in the distribution of
income away from low-and middle-income groups (especially the
working poor) to the higher-income classes.?® But the president
has no mandate for these distributional changes in the political
economy. In order to remain politically viable, the program must,
as advertised, also produce a substantial economic recovery. On
this foundation rested the electorate’s considerable initial good-
will toward the president. If the Reagan program does eventually
generate higher growth, lower unemployment, and lower infla-
tion, or is at least correlated in time with a sharp improvement in
America’s macroeconomic performance, the president probably
will succeed in crystallizing a popular base for “Reaganomics”
that might well last a generation or more. But tangible economic
improvement there must be—and quickly. As Lawrence J.
DeNardis, a freshman Republican congressman from Connecti-
cut who backed the Reagan program, put it less than eight
months into his term: “My constituents are willing to wait a
respectable period of time. But a little edge is beginning to
emerge. If this doesn’t work, they’re going to hang me” (quoted in
Roberts, 1981).

Congressman DeNardis’s problem—and, more significantly,
the problem of the Reagan administration and the Republican
party as a whole—is that Reaganomics at the time of this writing
(May 1982) has produced a near catastrophe in the American
macroeconomy. Under Chairman Paul Volker’s leadership and
with the administration’s encouragement, the Federal Reserve
has pursued a truly Draconian monetary policy. The combina-
tion of extremely tight money and credit and unprecedented
current and projected future budget deficits?® has led to sky-
rocketing interest rates. The consequences are shaping up to be
the most severe recession since the 1937-1938 contraction during
the Great Depression. Since President Reagan’s inauguration
the unemployment rate has risen two full percentage points—
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from 7.4% in January 198! to 9.4% in April 1982—which is the
highest level recorded since 1941. Real income and output have
been stagnant or declining. Real personal disposable income per
capita was virtually the same in the first quarter of 1982 as it was
in the first quarter of 1981 ($3225 in 1967 dollars) and real GNP
was 2.29% lower in the first quarter of 1982 than it was when
Reagan assumed office. The recent trajectory of aggregate
output is especially frightening: real GNP fell 5.4% in the fourth
quarter of 1981 and again by 5.2%in the first quarter of 1982. The
only bright spot has been inflation, particularly as measured by
the much maligned Consumer Price Index, which rose by 10.3%
over 1981-1982 (as compared to an increase of 13.5% in Carter’s
last year) and by an annual rate of only 3.19% during the first
quarter of 1982.3!

However, if empirical studies of the impact of economic
performance on presidential and congressional voting outcomes
reliably guide the future, the administration’s real income (and
unemployment) record will be far more important to voters than
its inflation record, and therefore President Reagan and the
Republicans are in serious trouble. Certainly this is the message
from the polls. President Reagan’s approval ratings in the Gallup
polls, after peaking at 67-68% in March-April 1981, have eroded
steadily, falling to 43% in the April 23-26, 1982 survey (the most
recent poll available to me). Of all presidents from Eisenhower to
Reagan, only President Carter experienced a decline this large—
about 25 percentage points—in Gallup poll approval ratings
during the first five to six quarters in office.

Voter support for Republicans in the House of Representatives
also has fallen to a perilously low level. In the April 2-5, 1982
Gallup poll only 349 of the registered voters said they would vote
Republican “if the elections were held today.”32 Statistical models
also indicate that the Republicans are likely to suffer a large
decline in their popular vote share and a correspondingly large
loss of seats in the 1982 mid-term congressional elections.33
Forecasts based on two models are reported in Table 6.

The predictions from the “Hibbs” model in the top half of
Table 6 are based on an equation estimated for mid-term
congressional outcomes from 1946 to 1978 in which the best fit for
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TABLE 6
Forecasts of Republican Vote and Seat Losses in
- the 1982 House Elections

Predicted Republican

Vote Loss Projected Republican
Model {two-party vote) Seat Loss

swing ratio: egquation (3)

Hibbs -5.0% -39

Tufte
Gallup Approval Rating
aasumed for President Reagan

in Sept.-Oct. 1982: swing ratio: 1.3
48% -6.0% -34
43% ~6.6% -37

e -1.2% -41

Predicted vote share losses equal predicted SVL plus 46.2 minus 48.6.

the Standardized Vote Loss (SVL) of the president’s party in the
House was generated by a geometrically weighted average of
annualized, quarter-on-quarter growth rates of real personal
disposable income per capita (OPEC adjusted) from the first to
the sixth quarter of each presidential term:

5 . 5 .
SVL =-315+093 | T 034 R_; ,(1/Z 034 [4]
0.55) (0.21)1 0 (0.11) i=0

R? =0.76, SER = 1.53, (standard errors in parentheses).

When predicting the 1981 Republican (two-party) House vote
share from equation 4, the 1982 second quarter real income
growth rate (not available at this writing) was set equal to the
latest available Data Resources Inc. forecast (+0.6%). Under this
assumption the predicted Republican vote share is 43.6%,3¢ which
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implies a vote share loss of 5.0% from the 48.6% the Republicans
received in the 1980 House elections.

The Seat loss projection from equation 4 is based on the
“swing ratio” equation (estimated for mid-year elections 1946-
1978)

AS, = 2.82 + 234 AV, [5]
(1.57) (0.35)

RZ= 0.84, SER = 1.73, (standard errors in parentheses),

where A S is the change (from the preceding on-year election) in
the percentage of House seats held by the president’s party after
mid-term elections, and A V is the change in the (two-party)
percentage of the popular vote in House contests (from the
preceding on-year election) received by the president’s party after
mid-term elections. If equation § yields an accurate guide to the
shift in the seat share accompanying a given shift in the vote share
in 1982, then for a Republican vote loss of 5.0% (from equation 4)
we have a projected Republican seat loss of about 39 [39 = (-5.0x
0.0234 + 0.0282) x 435].

The remaining forecasts in Table 6 are based on Tufte’s well
known model for the expected Standardized Vote Loss of the
president’s party in mid-term congressional elections (see Tufte,
1978: chap. 5). In Tufte’s model SVL is a linear function of the
election-year percentage change in per capita real personal
disposable income (R*) and the president’s average September-
October Gallup approval rating (Approve) in the election year.
The most recently available ordinary least-squares estimates of
Tufte’s equation for mid-term elections from 1946 to 1978
(supplied to me by Tufte) are:3s

SVL,=-10.3 + 0.124 Approve + 0.71 R} (6]
(2.48) (0.046) (0.17)

R%= 0.80, SER = 1.42, (standard errors in parentheses).
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Forecasts from Tufte’s model depend on the assumption made
about the 1982-1981 per capita real personal disposable income
gréwth‘rate and on President Reagan’s Gallup approval rating in
September-October 1982. Concerning the former, all forecasts
based on this model in Table 6 incorporate the Data Resources,
Inc. forecast of the 1982-1981 growth rate of RA: +1.07%.

Three alternative assumptions are made about President
Reagan’s September-October Gallup approval rating. One is that
the president’s approval rating will remain at its current (April 23-
26, 1982) level —43%. In conjunction with the realincome growth
rate assumption described above, this yields a predicted vote loss
of 6.6 percentage points and an associated seat loss projection,
based on Tufte’s estimate of the 1982 swing ratio of 1.3 (conveyed
to me privately), of 37. If the president’s approval rating increases
from the April level by, say, 5 points to 48%, the vote loss predicted
by Tufte’s model is about 6.0%, and this implies a seat loss (given
a swing ratio assumption of 1.3) of 34. If, as is more likely, the
president’s approval rating declines from its April level, for
example, by 5 points to 38%, Tufte’s model predicts a Republican
vote loss of 7.2 percentage points, which yields a corresponding
seat loss projection of 41.

Naturally, if the per capita real personal disposable income
growth rate is more favorable than the values 1 have assumed, or
if the swing ratios are lower than those used here, or in the case of
the Tufte model predictions, if the president’s approval rating
rises dramatically, the vote (and seat) loss forecasts shown in
Table 6 would be commensurately smaller. (The reverse, of
course, would be true if the assumptions underlying the forecasts
in Table 6 were too optimistic from the Republicans’ point of
view.) Yet past experience (as summarized by simple statistical
models) indicates that the Republicans will absorb a decline in
their House strength in 1982 rivaling their 1974 losses.36

The prospects for President Reagan (or, if he does not seek
reelection, an alternative Republican nominee) in the 1984
presidential election are altogether a different matter. Voters
appear to weight current performance much more heavily than
past performance when making contemporaneous political judg-
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ments, and therefore the 1984 presidential (and congressional)
election result(s) will depend greatly on the administration’s
performance in periods after the mid-term elections. For ex-
ample, if the lag parameter g, which defines the relative weight
given current and past performance outcomes, is on the order of
0.8 as equation 2 and Hibbs (1982a, 1982b) indicate, then
election-year performance outcomes will receive about 50% of the
lag weight total and outcomes during 1983 and 1984 will receive
about 80% of the total weight.37

Nonetheless, the electoral success of President Reagan and the
Republicans in 1984 does hinge on an improvement—in fact, a
very sharp improvement—in current economic conditions. Al-
though the likely Republican losses in the upcoming congres-
sional races may well stimulate a pronounced shift toward an
expansionary macroeconomic policy (especially monetary pol-
icy), thus far the administration’s response to the dismal macro-
economic situation is perhaps best described as “stonewalling
it.”38 Yet if the economy does not register dramatic improvement
over the next two years, Reaganism and Reaganomics will no
doubt be interpreted, in hindsight, not as a reflection of a
fundamental “shift to the right” but as a one-term political
aberration.

NOTES

1. Quoted from Casey’s remarks at the Presidential Campaign Decision Makers’
Conference at the Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University, December 5-7,
1980.

2. Three formerly Democratic House seats were vacant at the time of the election;
Democratic House strength on election day was therefore 273.

3. In statistical terms, the magnitude of the Democrats’ seat losses in the Senate was
the most unusual feature of the 1980 elections. The only other double-digit shifts in the
party distribution of Senate seats since World War II were in 1946, when the Democrats
lost 12 seats and the Republicans gained 13, and in 1958, when the Democrats gained 16
seats and the Republicans lost 12. The next largest shift was in 1948, when the Democrats
gained and the Republicans lost 9 seats. It must be remembered, however, that the
Democrats were more exposed than the Republicans in 1980: They held 24 of the 34 seats
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up for election. And even though the Republicans won 22 of the 34 Senate races, they
received only 47% of the nationwide senatorial vote.

By comparison, neither the presidential nor the House vote results were particularly
unusual. Reagan’s two-party vote share was just about equal to the postwar mean of 55%
for presidential winners, though it should be recalled that Carter was the first elected
incumbent to be defeated since Hoover in 1932. (Carter also presided over the worst
election-year economic record since Hoover; see text.) The 3% decline in the Democrats’
share of the popular vote for the House was within one standard deviation of the mean loss
in presidential years for the party losing the presidency (the postwar mean is -1.849% with a
standard deviation of 3.0%) as was the Democrat loss of 33 House seats (the postwar mean
seat decline for the losing party in presidential elections is about 18 with a standard
deviation of 26.)

4. Examples of this view are in Podhoretz (1981) and (in a piece written just before
the election) Scammon and Wattenberg (1980).

5. The first extended development of the idea that election results often represent
rational, retrospective performance judgments by the voters appears in Key (1966). For
a more modern treatment of this idea see Fiorina (1981).

6. For evidence on the response of political support for French presidents to
economic outcomes, see Hibbs (1981). A discussion of the parallels between the Reagan
and Mitterand (and Thatcher) victories appears in Lipset (1981a).

7. In addition to the arguments and evidence presented in the text see Abramson et
al. (1981), Burnham (1981), Lipset (1981b), Ranney (1981), The Gallup Opinion Index
(1980), and Orren and Dionne (1981).

8. The “political business cycle” model of Nordhaus, Tufte, and others holds that
presidents exploit the (assumed) myopia of voters for clcctoral gains by cngincering
unsustainable booms (for example, unrealistically low unemployment and high real
income growth) just prior to elections, postponing the inevitable austerity measures until
after elections are safely over. See Nordhaus (1975) and Tufte (1978: chaps. 1, 2).

9. Also see the regression results reported ahead.

10. The cumulative weighted averages for each variable (X) in the right-side entries of
Table | are computed :

4\ e
1/z Z gX .,
=0 & ) 5o & Trin

wherei=0,1,2,... 14, and g=0.8is the lag rate-of-decay parameter estimation in equation
2. For time t equal to the election quarter, this expression yields the weight sequence
0.198(t-1), 0.16 1(t-2), 0.130(t-3), 0.105(t-4), 0.085(t-5), . .. 0.010(t-15), which means that
preelection quarter outcomes are weighted the most heavily by voters and that the weights
applied to earlier outcomes back to the first in each administration decline geometrically.
Note that

14 .
1/ g
i=0
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is simply a normalizing constant ensuring that the weights sum to 1.0 and hence that the
weighted sums yield true performance averages for each administration.

In the cumulative performance calculations, the per capita real income growth rate has
been adjusted upward and the CPI inflation rate has been adjusted downward along the
lines described in Hibbs (1982a) to take account of the (small) direct unfavorable effects of
the OPEC shocks during 1973-1974 and 1979-1980 which were beyond the control of
domestic political authorities. Data are available from the author on request.

11. The estimates in equation | indicate that Gallup approval ratings exhibit wider
swings than presidential voting outcomes: People find it easier to approve or disapprove of
a president’s performance than to give or deny the incumbent party their presidential vote.
More evidence on the connection between Gallup poll ratings and presidential election
outcomes appears in Sigelman (1979).

12. Preliminary analyses undertaken here and a great many other studies have found
the per capita real income (or output) growth rate to be the single best predictor of election
outcomes.

13. By virtue of the lag weight rate of decay parameter g, equation 2 is nonlinear and so
a standard nonlinear least-squares algorithm was used for estimation. Reviewers
suggested to me that an intuitive description of the nonlinear estimation procedure used in
equation 2 (and equation 3) would be helpful to many readers. Nonlinear estimation of 2is
equivalent to ordinary least squares estimation of

V=B * B RE

where R* is formed

and 0< g< 1.

Forming an R* variate for every value of g in the interval zero to one, running an
ordinary least-squares regression with each R* so formed, and choosing the equation
yielding the minimum standard error of the regression (best fit) would give estimates of
£ 0,01 and g identical to those reported in the text.

Notice that if the best-fitting least-squares regression was based on g=0, then R*:= Rt-1 -
and election outcomes respond only to the preelection quarter (July-September) record.
g = | means

implying that election outcomes respond to an arithmetic average of real income growth
during the presidential administration. The value of g producing the best fit was g = 0.8,
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which means R*: is based on a cumulative geometrically weighted average of the Ru-i-r
i=0,1,2,..,14, with the lag weight sequence given in note 10.
'Finally, notice that equation 2 is similar in spirit to the model developed by Tufte
(1978: Table 5-6), which uses the election-year change in per capita real personal
disposable income and the net advantage of the incumbent’s party’s candidate in the
average number of “good” versus “bad” points about the candidates mentioned by
respondents in the election surveys conducted by the Survey Research Center at the
University of Michigan. The problem with the latter variable (which exhibits a correlation
of 0.91 with the nationwide presidential vote over the 1948-1976 period) is that it comes
too close to being a survey-based measure of intention to vote for the candidate of the
incumbent party. It is simply not an exogenous measure of performance or voter
preferences. To say, for example, that Carter did badly in 1980 (in part) because voters on
- average perceived fewer good points (or more bad points) about him than Reagan supplies
little independent information useful for explaining the election result. Finally, concern-
ing the real income variable, the cumulative weighted average quarter-on-quarter real
income growth rate used in equation 2 does a better job empirically than election-year
income changes in explaining presidential voting outcomes.

14. Given the small number of observations in the regression, however, neither of
these observations represents, in strict statistical terms, a highly significant deviation from
the expected outcomes.

15. In equation 3 the (OPEC adjusted) per capita real personal disposable income
growth rate, R, is cumulated over the 15 quarters prior to each presidential year
congressional election. Cumulating R over the seven preelection quarters from the last
mid-term congressional election yields very similar results. For evidence indicating that
the effect of changes in per capita real disposable income on the postwar congressional
vote is strongest for incumbents of the in-party outside the South, see Hibbing and Alford
(1981).

Because of the staggered election system, it makes less sense to analyze an equation
such as 3 for Senate voting outcomes.

16. See the estimates in Calvert and Ferejohn (1981: Table 1).

17. On the other hand, the swing ratio in 1980 was on the high side: Each percemage
point shift in the popular vote was translated into a loss of about 2.5 percentage points in
the Democrats’ House seat share [2.5 = 7.6/3.0]. So perhaps the Democrats were not so
fortunate after all.

18. The fact that the ERA and abortion issues contributed little to Reagan’s appeal
comes as no surprise in view of the general distribution of public opinion on these
questions, which diverged sharply from the Republican candidate’s strong, well-
publicized positions. For example, 1980 Gallup polls reported only 31% of the public
opposing the Equal Rights Amendment and only 18% of the public favoring making
abortions “illegal under all circumstances.” These distributions have been quite stable
since the mid-1970s. See the Gallup Opinion Index, Report No. 183, December 1980, pp.
2-3.

The University of Michigan Survey Research Center National Election Study data
also show that domestic economic concerns had a much greater influence on voting
decisions in 1980 than the crisis in Iran and other issues. See the report by Miller and
Wattenberg (1981).

19. According to the Federal Election Commission, the various New Right organiza-
tions raised more money nationally for the 1980 elections than the entire Democratic
Party. See the discussion by FitzGerald (1981: 19ff).
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20. Only a residual “welfare™ category did not receive majority support, reflecting
Americans’ distaste for the welfare concept. Forty-one percent thought we were spending
“too little” or “about the right amount” in this area. But the lack of strong majority
support for welfare spending predates by many years the 1980 election. In 1976, for
example, only 37% of the GSS respondents felt too little or about the right amount was
being spent on “welfare.” See General Social Surveys, 1972-1980: Cumulative Codebook
(Roper Center, 1980: 71-74) and Public Opinion (Feb.-Mar. 1981: 27).

21. See the report on this survey by Clymer (1982). Also, tax limitation referenda did
not fare well in 1980. Efforts to reduce property taxes in Arizona, Michigan, Nevada,
Oregon, South Dakota, and Utah failed by varying margins. The only property tax
reduction measure to pass was proposition 2'4 in Massachusetts, although a postelection
statewide poll taken in April 1981 indicated that respondents who had voted for the
proposition by a 55%~45% margin would defeat it by 4895-44% if given the chance torecast
their vote—many of them because they thought local officials were not implementing the
measure responsibly. See Public Opinion (Feb.-Mar. 1981: 40) and Boston Globe (1981).
Comparable information about 1978 referenda appears in Public Opinion (Nov.-Dec.
1978: 26-28).

22. Not surprisingly, Ford received the second least favorable rating. Five percent
considered him “best on domestic affairs™ and 13% considered him “least able to get things
done.” The data are reported in Public Opinion (Feb.-Mar. 1981: 38).

The SRC National Election Study data show that Ronald Reagan was not very
positively evaluated during the 1980 campaign. Miller and Wattenberg (1981) report that
in the history of the National Election Studies, which begins in 1952, Reagan was
evaluated less favorably than any other successful presidential candidate. But his
opponent—Jimmy Carter—was seen even less favorably.

23. Mr. Reagan put a similar question to viewers of the October 28, 1980
Reagan-Carter debate when, in his closing statement, he encouraged voters to ask
themselves, “Are you better off than you were four years ago?”

24, Anderson voters, who found both Reagan and Carter unappealing, appear to have
hurt neither major party candidate relative to the other, and so their numbers may be
ignored for the most part for the purposes of this analysis.

25. Indeed, the last big contractions under the Democrats were in 1893-1894 and
1895-1896 during Grover Cleveland’s presidency. Out of the 41 times from 1951 to 1980
that the Gallup poll asked “Which political party—the Republican or Democratic—do
you think will do a better job of kceping the country prosperous,” the Democrats led the
Republicans 37 times. The Democratic advantage averaged 9 percentage points in the
1950s, 24 points in the 1960s, and 17 points inthe 1970s. By the fall of 1980 the Democratic
lead on the prosperity issue had vanished. See Gallup Opinion Index (1980: 8).

26. Percentages were computed from the marginal distributions in the 1976 and 1980
SRC National Election Study codebooks. The question was “Do you think (inflation, the
problems of unemployment) would be handled better by the Democrats, by the
Republicans, or about the same by both?”

27. Irefer here to the president’s February 18, 1981 budget package (Executive Office
of the President/Office of Management and Budget, 1981).

28. See the distributional analyses in the Congressional Budget Office (1982).

29. The deficits, current and projected, fundamentally are generated by the fact that
the sharp defense outlay increases and tax-cut-induced revenue decreases are outrunning
the reductions in social expenditure. The surge in economic growth, and hence tax
revenues, promised by the radical supply-siders have yet to materialize, and likely never
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will. The deficit situation, of course, has been exacerbated greatly by the monetary
policy-induced rise in unemployment.
"30. Deflated by the Consumer Price Index.

31. In March 1982 the CP1 actually declined, which has not happened since August
1965. The main sources of the CPI's behavior have been the decline in housing prices and
stable and falling food and energy prices. Only the former has much to do with the Reagan
administration’s policies. Monetary policy in particular has crippled the housing industry,
and housing has an exaggerated weight in the CPI.

32. Fifty-four percent indicated an intent to vote Democratic. The two-party split
(excluding undecided voters and third party supporters) was 39% Republican—61%
Democratic. See the report in Clymer (1982).

33. The Republicans will probably fare better in the Senate because 19 of the 33 seats

- up for election in 1982 are held by Democrats. (One seat is held by Henry F. Byrd, Jr. of
Virginia, an independent who votes with the Democrats.) However, 1984 is a different
matter: 19 of the 33 seats up in that year are currently held by Republicans.

34. The predicted SVL for 1988 from equation 4 is -2.64. Since SVL is equal to the
actual vote share less the average vote share in eight preceding elections, and because the
latter is currently 46.2% for the Republicans, the actual vote share prediction for 1980 is
(-2.64 + 46.2) = 43.6.

35. Due to data revisions and the inclusion of the 1978 outcomes, the coefficient
estimates in equation 6 differ from those reported by Tufte (1978: Table 5-2, p. 112). Also
note that Tufte uses annual real disposable personal income per capita data as published in
the annual economic report of the President where the implicit deflator of Personal
Consumption Expenditures is used to deflate nominal income data. My equations use the
CPI1 to deflate income data (adjusted for OPEC as noted).

36. For a contrary view, see Mannand Ornstein (1981: 48), who wrote “we believe that
the Republicans will pick up seats in the 1982 election, but probably not enough to take
control of the House of Representatives,” These authors see the Republicans gaining the
advantage in 1982 because of three major factors: The decennial reapportionment has
favored thc Republicans, they are expected to raise much more money than the
Democrats, and a vigorous candidate recruitment program is likely to yield attractive
Republican candidates. A similar view is held by other congressional election specialists—
for example, Gary Jacobson of the University of California, San Diego.

37. For a backward-looking evaluation time horizon of 15 quarters, the proportion of
the (geometric) lag weight total realized by the ith quarter is (1 - git1);(1 - g19).

38. Indeed, the president’s reaction so far to the economic situation bears a marked
resemblance to Herbert Hoover’s optimistic response to the Great Depression. In June
1930, about ten months into the depression, Hoover reportedly told a delegation from the
National Catholic Welfare Council: “Gentlemen, you have come 60 days too late. The
Depression is over.” A year later President Hoover announced a new program of relief: a
call for increased private charity. The anecdote comes from Silk (1982).

REFERENCES

ABRAMSON, P., J. H. ALDRICH, and D. W. RHODE (1981) Change and Continuity
in the 1980 Elections. Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly Press.



Hibbs / A SHIFT TO THE RIGHT? / 419

BURNHAM, W. D. (1981) “The 198! earthquake: realignment, reaction or what?"in T.
Ferguson and J. Rogers (eds.) The Hidden Election: Politics and Economics in the
1980 Presidential Campaign. New York: Pantheon.

CALVERT, R. L. and J. A. FEREJOHN (1981) “Presidential coattails in historical per-
spective.” California Institute of Technology Social Science Working Paper 343 (Jan-
uary).

CLYMER, A. (1982) “Democrats favored in House, poll shows.” New York Times, April
25, p. 36.

——— (1981) “Public prefers a balanced budget to large cut in taxes, poll shows.” New
York Times, February 3, p. 1, B9.

Congressional Budget Office (1982) “Effects of tax and benefit reductions enacted in 1981
for households in different income categories.” Prepared by Staffs of the Human Re-
sources and Community Development Division and the Tax Analysis Division, CBO,
Special Study (February).

Executive Office of the President/Office of Management and Budget (1981) America’s
New Beginning: A Program for Economic Recovery. Washington, DC: Government
Printing Office.

FIORINA, M. (1981) Retrospective Voting in American National Elections. New Haven:
Yale Univ. Press.

FITZGERALD, F. (1981) “The triumphs of the New Right.” New York Review of Books,
November 19, p. 19 ff.

Gallup Opinion Index (1980) Report no. 181 (September).

HIBBING, J. R. and J. R. ALFORD (1981) “The electoral impact of economic condi-
tions: who is held responsible? Amer. J. of Pol. Sci. 25 (August): 423-439.

HIBBS, D. A., Jr. (1982a) “On the demand for economic outcomes: macroeconomic per-
formance and mass political support in the United States, Great Britain and Ger-
many.” J. of Politics 44 (May).

——— (1982b) “The dynamics of political support for American presidents among occu-
pational and partisan groups.” Amer. J. of Pol. Sci. (May).

——— (1982c) “Public concern about inflation and unemployment in the United States:
trends, correlates and political implications,” in R. E. Hall (ed.) Inflation. Chicago:
Univ. of Chicago Press.

——— (1981) “Economics and politics in France: economic performance and mass poli-
tical support for Presidents Pompidou and Giscard d'Estaing.” European J. of Pol.
Research 9: 133-145.

KEY, V. O. (1966) The Responsible Electorate. New York: Vintage.

LIPSET, S. M. [ed.] (1981a) Party Coalitions in the 1980s. San Francisco, CA: Insti-
tute for Contemporary Studies.

——— (1981b) “France's warning to the Reagan administration.” J. of Contempora
Studies (Fall): 35-38. :
MANN, T. and N. ORNSTEIN (1981) “The 1982 election: what will it mean?" Public

Opinion (June/July): 48-50.

MILLER, A. H. and M. P. WATTENBERG (1981) “Policy and performance voting in
the 1980 election.” Presented to the American Political Science Association annual
meeting, September.

MILLER, W, et al. (1980) American National Election Studies Sourcebook. Cambridge:
Harvard Univ. Press.

NORDHAUS, W. (1975) “The political business cycle.” Rev. of Econ. Studies 42 (April):
169-190.



420 /| AMERICAN POLITICS QUARTERLY / OCTOBER 1982

ORREN, G. and E. J. DIONNE (1981) “The next New Deal.” Working Papers (May/
June): 25-36. :

PODHORETZ, N. (1981) “The new American majority.” Commentary 71 (January):
19-28. :

RANNEY, A. [ed.] (1981) The American Elections of 1980. Washington, DC: American
Enterprise Institute. _

ROBERTS, S. V. (1981) “2 Republican legislators threaten Wall Street with tighter con-
trols.” New York Times, September 10, pp. 13-15.

Roper Center (1980) General Social Surveys, 1972-1980 Cumulative Codebook.

SCAMMON, R. M. and B. J. WATTENBERG (1980) “Is it the end of an era?” Public
Opinion (October/ November): 2-12.

SIGELMAN, L. (1979) “Presidential popularity and presidential elections.” Public
Opinion Q. (Winter): 532-534.

SILK, L. (1982) “Will the slump be over soon” New York Times, January 22, p. D2.

TUFTE, E. (1978) Political Control of the Economy. Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press.

Douglas A. Hibbs, Jr. is Professor of Government at Harvard University. During recent
years his research has focused on the interdependence of politics and economics in
advanced capitalist democracies. Recent publications reporting his work can be found in
the American Journal of Political Science, the American Political Science Review, the
European Journal of Political Research, the Journal of Politics, Scandinavian Political
Studies, and in a book entitled, Contemporary Political Economy (with H. Fassbender
and others, North-Holland, 1981).





