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Abstract 

 

The cost of ruling effect on electoral support is well-established.  That is, governing parties tend to lose 

vote share the longer they are in power.  While we know this to be true, we do not know why it happens.  

This paper posits that the cost of ruling results at least in part from the tendency for governing parties to 

shift policy further away from the average voter; as the gap increase, voters increasingly punish the party in 

power.  The paper then tests the hypothesis focusing on US presidential elections between 1952 and 2012. 

Results demonstrate that as the length of time a party holds the White House increases, the public’s policy 

mood shifts in the opposite direction; the longer Republican (Democratic) presidents are in power, the 

more the public thinks policy the government needs to do more (less).  These shifts in policy mood also 

impact the vote.  Most importantly, there is evidence that policy misrepresentation is an important 

mechanism: the policy liberalism of presidents from different parties increasingly diverges over time and 

this matters for the vote, particularly to the extent the trends are not supported by public opinion.  Policy is 

not the only thing that matters, and other factors, in particular the economy, are more powerful. From the 

point of view of electoral accountability, however, the results do provide good news, as they indicate that 

substantive representation (and misrepresentation) matters to voters.  Elections are not simply games of 

musical chairs. 
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The cost of ruling effect on electoral support is well-established.  That is, governing parties tend 

to lose vote share and the tendency increases the longer they are in power.  The pattern, 

sometimes referred to in the US (Abramowitz 2008) as a “time for a change,” holds generally 

across countries and periods of time (Paldam 1986; Nannestad and Paldam 2002; also see Stokes 

and Iverson 1966; Dorussen and Taylor 2002).  While we know that support for the incumbent 

government declines over time, we do not know why.   

 

There are a number of usual suspects for cost of ruling effects.  Chief among those may be that 

governments enter office with high “expectations” that typically cannot be met; as time passes 

and expectations confront reality – and disappointment mounts -- government popularity trends 

downward (Stimson 1976).  Another common suspect is an expanding “coalition of minorities;” 

as time passes and governments take decisions on different issues with different majority blocs, 

they create an increasing number of losers (Mueller 1970).  Yet another possibility, what 

Nannestad and Paldam and (2002) refer to as “grievance asymmetry,” is that voters focus more 

on negative things like mistakes and/or scandals and that these accumulate over time, costing the 

government votes.  There actually is not much specific evidence for any of these theories, though 

the latter has strong (and deep) roots in psychology and economics and political science itself.    

 

This paper considers policy misrepresentation.  The basic conjecture is that the longer parties are 

in power, the further they push policy away from the average citizen, leading voters to punish the 

government on Election Day.  The expectation builds on and integrates two literatures: (1) one 

largely rooted in the Downsian model that demonstrates proximity voting and (2) another 
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showing that governments increasingly push policy off to the right or left over time.  The 

possibility originally was developed by Paldam and Skott (1995) and extended by Stevenson 

(1999).   The paper spells out and tests the hypothesis focusing on US presidential elections 

between 1952 and 2012, relying heavily on the measure of policy mood developed by James 

Stimson and especially the measure of policy liberalism he and his coauthors used in The Macro 

Polity.   

 

The results demonstrate that as the length of time a party holds the White House increases, policy 

mood shifts in the opposite direction, precisely as the thermostatic model (Wlezien, 1995; Soroka 

and Wlezien, 2010) predicts; the longer Republican (Democratic) presidents are in power, the 

more the public thinks the government needs to do more (less).  These shifts in policy mood also 

impact the vote.  Perhaps most importantly, there is direct evidence that policy misrepresentation 

is an important causal mechanism: the policy liberalism of presidents from different parties 

increasingly diverges over time and this matters for the vote to the extent the trends are not 

supported by public opinion.  This accounts for approximately half of the cost of ruling effect in 

US presidential elections.  It is not the only thing that matters, as there is the rest of that effect 

and yet other factors that are unrelated to the cost of ruling, some of which, in particular the 

economy, are at least as powerful. From the point of view of electoral accountability, however, 

the results do provide good news, as they indicate that substantive representation (and 

misrepresentation) matters to voters.   

 

Political Representation and the Cost of Ruling 

Much research documents cost of ruling effects in elections.  While there were hints of such a 
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tendency in analysis of particular countries, Paldam (1986) provided the first evidence of a 

general pattern across countries and time periods. He demonstrated that incumbent governments 

tend to lose vote share in subsequent elections.  Based on data Nannestad and Paldam (2002) 

collected, it also is clear that the cost of ruling increases the longer the government remains in 

office, and Stevenson (1999) shows that the decline is fairly linear.  (There may be a hint of 

nonlinearity but it is difficult to fully credit given the sharp drop in the number of cases as tenure 

increases, as per Green and Jennings 2014.)  Others have replicated these analyses in various 

countries, including the United States (Achen and Bartels 2004; Abramowitz 2008), the focus of 

the empirical analysis that follows. 

 

Having established the pattern, Paldam, now working with Nannestad, turned to explaining it.  

They pointed to three main explanations: coalition of minorities, grievance asymmetry, and the 

median-gap hypothesis.  They did not raise one that earlier gained real traction in the US in 

analysis of presidential approval, namely, expectations.  Let us briefly review these alternatives, 

beginning with the latter.  

 

Expectations 

The conventional wisdom about presidential approval in the US is that there is a honeymoon 

effect at the beginning of a presidency that decays over time.  This is well-documented.  It has 

not been well-explained, however.  One leading suspect is the accumulation of disappointment 

based on unduly high expectations upon taking office that cannot be met (Stimson 1976).  

Consider the economy.  Voters care about it a lot and, if it is a major problem, they will want the 

incoming president to fix it, and probably supported him in the hopes he/she would.  But, it’s 
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very hard for him/her to do, even with the assistance of Congress, which is not always 

guaranteed.  As time passes and expectations meet reality – and disappointment mounts -- 

government popularity trends downward.  This is a highly intuitive explanation to be sure.  But 

the evidence for it is lacking; indeed, the primary evidence is Stimson’s observation that the 

presidents with the highest expectations experience the largest approval declines. 

 

Coalition of Minorities 

Another common suspect is an expanding coalition of minorities.  This also has been used to 

account for the decay of the honeymoon effect in presidential approval (Mueller 1970), though 

there is a basis in Downs’s (1957) general theoretical work as well.  The argument is pretty 

simple.  Presidents take decisions and even to the extent they have majority support, there is a 

minority in opposition and the losing minorities on different issues are not identical.  As time 

passes and governments take decisions on different issues with different majority blocs, they 

create an increasing number of losers who disapprove of the government and are inclined to vote 

for the opposition.  This is a highly intuitive explanation as well and one that has received little 

empirical support in the United States or elsewhere.1 

 

Grievance Asymmetry 

Nannestad and Paldam (2002) posited that cost of ruling may reflect a tendency for voters to 

focus more on negative developments than positive ones (also see Stokes and Iverson 1966; for a 

more general statement on negativity in politics, see Soroka 2014).  For this to account for cost of 

ruling effects, the sum of mistakes and scandals would need to increase over time, which will 

                         
1 The explanation also may relate to the policy misrepresentation thesis, as discussed below. 
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tend to happen even if the probability of a mistake or scandal remains constant.  (Of course, it 

may be that the probability increases over time.)  This strand of literature poses a strong 

expectation that is rooted in a lot of psychological and political science, which provides evidence 

of a general grievance symmetry.  Nannestad and Paldam pretty clearly prefer this explanation to 

the coalition of minorities (and presumably the expectations gap) and policy extremity too, 

though it is not clear whether it accounts for the cost of ruling effects that we observe, as it 

seemingly has not been tested.   

 

Policy Misrepresentation 

Finally, there is policy extremity.  Paldam pointed to this possibility in his 1995 work with Skott 

on the rationality of cost of ruling, what they refer to as the “median gap” hypothesis.  One 

critical feature of the theory is parties – or coalitions of parties – situated off left and right of 

center who shift policy to the parties’ preferred positions after taking office.  Although they 

acknowledge that it takes time to change the policy status quo, Paldam and Skott (1995) assume 

that the process is complete by the next election.  Thus, voters know that policy under the 

incumbent government will not change and that if the opposition returns they will put policy 

back where it was before the incumbents took office.   There will be a group of voters near the 

median who will want to vote out the incumbent government in every election; if the median 

voter supported the incumbent government in the last election, which is not an unreasonable 

assumption, we have the basis for a cost of ruling effect, at least after the first year.  It does not, 

after all, explain why the effect would increase over time.   

 

Stevenson (1999) generalized the median-gap hypothesis by relaxing the assumption that all 
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preferred policy change is made during the first election cycle upon taking office, and showing 

that this has pretty powerful implications.  Specifically, it implies that government may 

undertake increasingly more extreme policy over time, and that an increasing share of voters will 

support the opposition as a result.  The point is not that the parties become more extreme the 

longer the control government, just that the policies they undertake do so because it takes time to 

put into effect all of their preferred policies.  For example, it may be that a government 

implements policies on welfare and taxes in their first term and then policies on health and 

education in their second term.  The governing parties here aren’t shifting to the left (or right) but 

implementing policies they want and have promised.  The associated cost of ruling effect on 

voter support thus could be the result of a growing coalition of minorities.  Alternatively, it may 

be that the accumulation of polices leads voters to place the governing parties as more extreme.   

 

The conjecture is neatly rooted in Downsian proximity voting and also fits with research showing 

growing effects of party control on policy (and outcomes) over time (Alt 1985; Hibbs 1987; 

Erikson, et al 2002; Wlezien 2004; Bartels 2008).  While there is a good theoretical basis for the 

conjecture and support in issue voting literature (e.g., Iversen 1994; Kedar 2005), there is no real 

evidence that it is true.  Does policy extremity account for the cost of ruling effects we observe?  

That is, do voters increasingly punish governments as policy becomes more extreme?  

 

The Cost of Ruling in US Presidential Elections 

The analysis focuses on the 16 US presidential elections between 1952 and 2012, years for which 

have the various data we need to investigate the effects of policy extremity.  As we go, keep in 

mind that our goal is not to develop and test a comprehensive model of cost of ruling, and so we 



 8 

 

will not consider all of the different possibilities explanations discussed above and others we 

haven’t.  Rather, the analysis focuses specifically on policy representation.  Given that we 

concentrate on the US, we also cannot provide a general statement about representation and cost 

of ruling.  It does allow us to provide a fairly in-depth investigation and also could serve as a 

template for more broadly comparative work.  

 

The dependent variables is the incumbent party candidate’s share of the two-party vote, ignoring 

all third-party candidates.  Our interest is in whether party tenure in office impacts this vote share 

and the extent to which (mis)representation is a determining mechanism.  Measuring party tenure 

is easy, and here we use the number of consecutive years the political party has held the White 

House.  Of course, this is not the only thing that matters on Election Day in the US or elsewhere.  

 

The importance of the economy for elections is well-documented (for reviews of the massive 

literature, see Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier  2000; van der Brug, et al 2007; Lewis-Beck and 

Whitten 2013: Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2013).  Research clearly shows that voters reward or 

punish incumbent candidates and parties based on the state of the economy—they make 

referendum judgments.2  All research shows that voters based their judgments more on late-

arriving change than earlier events.  Most studies either explicitly or implicitly assume that voters 

are highly myopic and focus only on last-minute economic change (see, e.g., Abramowitz 2008; 

Campbell 2008; Gelman and King, 1993; Holbrook 1996; van der Brug, et al, 2007; Kayser and 

                         
2 Almost all of the research demonstrates that voters base their judgments on the economic past and not the 

future—they are primarily retrospective, not prospective.  Almost all research also demonstrates that voters 

focus on change in economic conditions not their level—they evaluate the government based on whether 

and how much the economy has gotten better/worse, not whether and the extent to which things are 

good/bad.  On these points there is a good amount of scholarly agreement.  Where scholars disagree is with 
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Wlezien, 2011; Tufte, 1978).  Some take an alternative view, and consider the effects of earlier 

economic events, most notably Hibbs (1987).  He conceives of voters responding to economic 

growth over the entire term, though with decreasing weights going back in time from the end of 

the election cycle.  A few others have followed Hibbs’ lead, including Erikson (1989); Erikson 

and Wlezien (2012).3 

 

Recent research on US presidential elections suggests that neither of these views is quite right 

(Wlezien, N.d.).  It appears that voters don’t just consider very last minute economic events and 

they also don’t factor in everything that happens over the entire cycle.  Rather, they do something 

in between, and completely discount economic events during the first two years of the 

administration and fully weight developments during the last two years. It’s as if a window opens 

up after the midterm elections, during which time voters take stock of economic change.  Voters 

seemingly are not that far-sighted but neither are they that near-sighted.   

 

For this analysis, I remain agnostic about these different possibilities.  The specific indicator used 

                                                                               

regard to whether voters rely only on very late economic change or whether they take a longer view.  
3 The voter psychology in each model of economic effects is not entirely clear.  In the standard “myopic” 

model, there are at least two possibilities.  First, voters may engage late in the process, as the election 

approaches, and so take stock of things at that point in time.  Since they only consult the economic flow at 

the end of the cycle, voters only reflect that information on Election Day.  Second, voters may have 

information about previous economic events but discard it when going to the polls.  Here they choose to 

vote only on the basis of what has happened lately.  There are other possibilities, of course, including the 

characterization of the economy in mass media coverage leading up to elections.  There also are at least 

two possibilities in Hibbs’ model.  First, there is a “rational” version, where voters explicitly discount 

conditions earlier in the term, e.g., at the beginning, over which they may have had little effect.  This 

presumably would be true if the president is in his first term and was preceded by a president from the 

other party.  Second, there is a psychological version.  Here voters may increasingly (going back in time) 

forget about what happened.  Of course, it also may be that voters do not forget the past but care more 

about recent events than past events and don’t completely discount the past, as the standard approach 

assumes.  
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is real per capita disposable income (RPCDI).4  Tufte (1978) introduced the variable into studies 

of economic voting in the US.  It is very general, as it takes into account what government 

actually does in the form of taxes and transfers.  This adjustment makes it a measure of actual 

“disposable” income, what people actually have to spend.  The variable also takes into account 

the population size and inflation.  The RPCDI data are from the US Commerce Department’s 

Bureau of Economic Analysis. 

 

As noted, most research that examines the economy and the vote, whether it focuses on income 

or some other measure, posits that voters respond only to what occurs at the last minute.  The 

typical model of the presidential vote uses measures from the 2nd or 3rd quarter of the election 

year, presumably based on empirical analysis.  Achen and Bartels’ (2004) detailed analysis 

supports that specification.  Specifically, they show that income growth during the two pre-

election quarters – the 14th and 15th quarters of the election cycle – predicts very well and that 

earlier income growth adds nothing.     

 

In contrast with Tufte and most others, Hibbs (1987) conceived of voters as responding not only 

to growth at the very end of the campaign but to ebbs and flows over the entire election cycle.  

Specifically, he discounted quarterly growth rates going back in time using geometrically-

declining weights.  His original measure of Cumulative Income Growth is the weighted average 

of quarterly percentage change in real per capita disposable income, with each quarter weighted 

0.80 as much as the following quarter (1.25 the weight of the preceding quarter).5  Thus, income 

                         
4   Using real gross domestic product makes little difference (see Wlezien, N.d.). 
5 To be absolutely clear, the weight is 1.0 in quarter 16, .8 in quarter 15, .64 in quarter 14, and so on to 

.815 in the first quarter of a presidential term, and the weighted cumulative growth is divided by the sum of 
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growth at the very end of a presidential term matters a lot more – about 28 times as much – on 

Election Day than income growth at the very beginning of the term.6   

 

Table 1 contains results of estimating models of the presidential vote using the Achen-Bartels 

and Hibbs measures, first taken separately and then together.  Following Achen and Bartels, 

annualized quarterly growth rates in percentages are used.7  The first column shows the estimates 

including just the percentage change in income growth during Quarters 14 and 15 and the second 

column introduces the party tenure variable, which taps the number of years a party has been in 

the White House.  Voters are expected to be positively responsive to economic growth and 

negatively responsive to party tenure.8   

 

In the first two columns of Table 1 we can see that income growth in quarters 14 and 15 is a 

significant, if weak predictor of the vote without party tenure and a much more powerful one 

controlling for tenure.  Income growth has the expected positive effect on the incumbent party 

vote and tenure the expected negative effect.  The third and fourth columns of Table 1 show the 

estimates of corresponding equations using Hibbs’ measure of cumulative income growth.  On its 

own, cumulative income growth is a stronger and more reliable predictor than growth that occurs 

at the last minute, shown in the first column of the table; including party tenure, late income 

                                                                               

the weights, which is 4.866 over the 16 quarters of the election cycle.  Importantly, the correlation between 

income growth in one quarter and the next is a trivial -0.01, which suggests that they are independent and 

also makes it easy to adopt Hibbs’ geometric weighting scheme.  Were quarterly growth rates correlated, a 

more complex weighting approach would be required. 
6 Although Hibbs has since increased the weighting parameter to .9 based on updated analysis, direct 

(nonlinear) estimation produces a parameter of 0.82; including controls used below, the estimate increases 

slightly to 0.83.  As these are only trivially (and not significantly) different from the original weighting 

parameter (0.80), the latter is used here.  Not surprisingly, using the other estimates matters little. 
7 To be clear, quarterly change equals 400[ln(RPCDIt)-ln(RPCDIt-1)].      
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growth performs better.  The size of the party tenure effect is correspondingly smaller.  In the 

fifth and sixth columns of the table, we can see that including both the Achen-Bartels and Hibbs 

measures into the same equation produces similar, mixed results: without party tenure, cumulate 

growth wins; with party tenure, late income growth wins. 

-- Table 1 about here – 

As mentioned, recent research suggests that neither the Achens-Bartels and Hibbs measures are 

not quite right and that the truth lies somewhere in between (Author, N.d.).  As in the standard 

approach, there is a window of useful information that is essentially closed during the early part 

of the election cycle; in contrast with the standard approach, it opens sometime in the middle of 

the sitting President’s term.  Moreover, it appears that during the window, economic change 

matters pretty much equally; that is, voters do not weight very late economic change more than 

the change that preceded it.  This suggests logistic weighting of quarterly economic information.  

While different from the other two approaches shown in Figures 1 and 2, the logistic weights are 

more highly correlated with Hibbs’ weights than Achen-Bartels’ – the respective correlations are 

0.81 (p < .01) and 0.41 (p = 0.12).9   

 

The results using this measure are shown in the final two columns of Table 1.10  The first of these 

– in the penultimate column of the table -- shows that the measure works quite well, much better 

than both the Hibbs and especially the Achens-Bartels measures (compare with the first and third 

                                                                               
8 Diagnostic analyses show that the party tenure variable beats incumbency.      
9 The correlation between the Hibbs and Achen-Bartels weights is 0.55 (p = .03). 
10 As for the Hibbs measure, the logistically-weighted sum of income growth is divided by the sum of the 

weights, 8.5 over the 16 quarters of the election cycle. 
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columns).11  The final column of Table 1 shows results including party tenure, and here we see 

that the size of the party tenure effect is highly reliable but smaller than when using the other two 

measures.  The decline in the effect across specifications is proportional to the increase in the 

impact of the economic measure.  The important point in Table 1 is that regardless of the 

economic measure used, party tenure matters in US presidential elections.12  Also important is 

that the effect size is substantial.  Each additional presidential term, i.e., four years in office, 

produces between a 2.4 and 3.6 percent drop in vote share, other things being equal.  This is 

approximately half of the standard deviation in the presidential vote share across the 16 elections. 

It is especially important given the close margins in recent presidential elections, which may 

make it especially difficult for parties to win a third consecutive term, as the Democrats will by 

trying to do in 2016.13   

 

Assessing the Effects of Political (Mis)Representation 

Having established the robustness of the cost of ruling effect in US presidential elections, let us 

now turn to the effects of political representation.  Recall that we are interested in seeing whether 

the increasing tendency to punish the controlling party is the result of policy extremity.  For 

instance, do Democrat presidents pursue an increasingly liberal agenda over time?  If so, do 

voters react negatively to the accumulation of liberal policies?   

                         
11 Separate analysis incorporating income growth data from the first two years of the term does not add to 

our prediction of the vote; indeed, adding the earlier information increasingly subtracts, particularly during 

the first year (Wlezien, N.d.).   
12 The effect also holds when alternative economic indicators are used, including real GDP and perceived 

business conditions.   
13 Also note that diagnostic analyses indicate that the effect of party tenure is fairly linear, i.e., it does not 

clearly decline as tenure increases.  This may have more to do with the number of cases and the clustering 

around two terms in the data we do have.  It exceeds two terms in only two years – 1952 and 1992 – and it 
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Party Tenure, Public Opinion, and Policy 

One can assess basic evidence from analysis of public preferences.  If party tenure produces 

policy extremity, the thermostatic model implies that people will increasingly think that policy is 

too liberal policy the longer Democrats control the White House and conservative the longer the 

Republicans are in power.  For a basic test, let us consider Stimson’s measure of “policy mood,” 

which taps general, composite liberalism-conservatism across a range of policy domains. For 

details, see Stimson (1991) and Erikson, et al (2002).  The measure taps relative preferences for 

policy, that is, the degree to which the public wants “more” or “less” than the current status quo.  

If party tenure leads to policy extremity and the public reacts thermostatically to this, we should 

observe contrary trends in policy mood.   

 

To test this possibility, we can regress the policy mood measure on our presidential party tenure 

variable interacted with party.  The interaction is necessary because we expect tenure to have 

opposite effects for the two parties.  In the analysis that follows, Democratic tenure is indicated 

by positive values and Republican tenure by negative values.  High values of policy mood are 

liberal and low values conservative.  Thus, we expect a negative relationship between Mood and 

our interactive tenure variable.  The results of estimating the equation are as follows:  

 

Policy Mood = 60.43 -  0.28 Party Tenure * Pres Party + 2.70 Pres Party + 0.09 Party Tenure   (1)  

                         (1.20)  (0.15)                                           (4.33)                   (0.28) 

  

R-squared = 0.46, Adjusted R-squared = 0.32, RMSE = 3.92   
 

                                                                               

is less than two terms in only one year – 1980.     
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Here we can see that the coefficient is negative and statistically significant at the 0.10 level (two-

tailed).  Though this supports the expectation, it is worth noting that the effects are not that 

substantial.  Consider that a 12-year tenure shifts Mood by three points, which is only 1/6th of the 

range of the variable.  Of course, the calibration of effects depends ultimately on what small 

changes in Mood mean for other things, such as election outcomes.  For this, let us include the 

absolute value of mean-centered Mood in place of party tenure in the final presidential vote 

equation in Table 1.  (The transformation – centering at the mean and then taking the absolute 

value – allows us to see what happens as Mood becomes more extreme, i.e., people think we 

need are doing “too little” or “too much.”)  Doing so produces the following: 

 

Incumbent Vote = 45.93 + 3.28 Logistic Income Growth – 0.48 Absolute Mood                    (2) 

                              (2.08)  (0.63)                                         (0.25) 

 

R-squared = 0.73, Adjusted R-squared = 0.69, RMSE = 3.13 

 

The results indicate that a one-point shift away from the mean value Mood leads to a 0.5 point 

drop in vote share.  This is not huge but it also is not trivial, as we would predict this for each 

presidential term, i.e., a 1 point drop after two terms and a 1.5 points drop after three.14  The 

effect completely disappears when Party Tenure is included in the model, and so it is not clear 

                         

14 Note that the measurement in the equation assumes that the mean Mood is the effective center, 

or “neutral,” point for the public, and that voters punish the party of the president the further 

Mood is from that value.  Whether this is true can be tested by varying the center point above and 

below the mean assessing the results.  This was done and the pattern is shown in Appendix 

Figure A1.  There we can see that the mean value of Mood works about as well as any other 

point; the coefficient actually is slightly larger when centering 0.5-1 point above the mean, a 

relatively small difference given the 18-point range of the Mood variable.  The pattern implies 

that the mean is an electoral equilibrium of sorts and also that politicians tend to represent the 

average voter on balance over time (also see Enns and Wlezien, 2011).  
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whether Mood per se really matters.  Even to the extent it does, we want to know whether the 

effect reflects what policymakers do. 

 

Let us consider the effects of party tenure on policy.  For this analysis, we rely on Erikson, et al’s 

(2002) measure of the net liberalism of laws.  For their measure, Erikson, et al began with 

Mayhew’s (1991) data set on “significant enactments” and updated it to include actions through 

2000.  Erikson (2015) updated yet again through 2012.  The measure of net liberalism represents 

the simple difference between the number of liberal laws and the number of conservative laws.15 

This allows data for the 1949-2012 period.  To include the 1952 election in our analysis, it was 

necessary to extend the data set back in time to 1933, recalling that we have to incorporate the 

totality of policy over the 20-year Democratic ascendancy.  To do so, we created new data relying 

on the Clinton and Lapinski (2006) legislative significance data.  Specifically, we identified those 

statutes with a “significance” score equal to or greater than 0.5 as important enactments.16  

Statues with a significance of 1.0 or greater were deemed “extremely important” and double 

counted, following Mayhew’s approach.  The laws then were coded as liberal or conservative 

using Erikson, et al’s procedure, relying on two coders. 

-- Figure 1 about here  

Figure 1 displays the resulting measure of net liberalism by Congress over the 1933-2012 period. 

We can see in the figure the spikes at the beginning of Roosevelt’s presidency and then under 

Johnson and finally Obama.  As Erikson, et al (2002) and Erikson (2015) showed, net liberalism 

                         
15  The details of the measure are spelled out on page 330 of Macro Polity (2002). 
16   Applying this criterion provided the closest match with the number of laws Mayhew (1991) 

identified.   
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tends to be positive in every Congress, that is, policy trends in a liberal direction over time.  

There is variation, however, and in five Congresses – the 76th, the 83rd, the 97th, the 101st and the 

102nd – the number of conservative pieces of major legislation outnumber the liberal ones.  In 

four others, the number of liberal and conservative laws are the same.   

 

We are interested in the effect of party tenure on net liberalism of policies.  To assess the 

relationship, it first is necessary to calculate the sum of net liberalism over consecutive terms of 

party control of the White House.  For example, for the 2004 election, we add together the net 

liberalism scores for the first two Congresses under George W. Bush.  For the 2008 election, we 

add together this 2004 value and the let liberalism for the last two Congresses under Bush.   For 

the 2012 election, we simply add together the net liberalism of policies in the two Congresses 

during Obama’s first term.  This is done for all elections between 1952 and 2012.   

 

We then can estimate an equation relating party tenure and cumulative liberal laws.  There are 

two predictors: (1) the general measure of Party Tenure used in Table 1 and (2) the interactive 

measure of Party Tenure in equation 1 above.  The former captures the average trend in 

liberalism over time and the latter indicates whether and how the trend differs by political party.  

Here are the results of estimating the equation: 

 

Cumulative Liberal Policies =   1.03  + 2.88 Party Tenure + 1.66 Party Tenure * Presidential Party       (3) 

                                                 (6.18)   (0.76)                       (0.38) 

 

R-squared = 0.79, Adjusted R-squared = 0.77, RMSE = 12.89 

 

In equation 3, we can see that both coefficients are positive and highly reliable.  This indicates 
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that there is a general liberal trend but that it differs by party.  To make clear how the patterns 

differ, Figure 2 depicts cumulative liberal policies predicted by party tenure for presidents of the 

different parties.  There we can see that both lines do increase over time, but the slopes are quite 

different. Indeed, the expected number of (net) cumulative liberal policies under the first term of 

Democratic presidents (about 19) is more than three times that under the first term of Republican 

presidents (about 6); after two terms the difference (37 – 11) is even greater, and so on.   

Presidential party control and tenure really do matter for policy.  This probably comes as little 

surprise.  Now we want to see whether policy matters for the vote.  Such an effect would be more 

surprising.    

-- Figure 2 about here  

Public Opinion, Policy and the Presidential Vote 

To assess the effects of policy, let us first introduce policy extremity into the last two columns of 

Table 1.  This requires that we estimate a baseline against which cumulative policies will be 

judged.  To begin with, I use the mean number of net liberal policies across all presidential terms, 

which turns out to be just more than 10, specifically, 10.35.  The degree to which politicians 

provide more or less than this number per term provides one general basis for punishing 

presidents, i.e., “is the president providing about the average or is he doing too much or too 

little?”  To calculate this Policy Extremity variable, I subtract 10.35 from the actual number of 

net liberal policies after one term, 20.7 from the cumulative number of net liberal policies after 

two terms, and so on.  Then, I take the absolute value of this measure.  The expectation is that the 

more cumulative policies over- or under-shoot the mean level, the more the party of the president 

will be punished.  The results in the first column of Table 2 support this expectation, as the 
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coefficient is negative and fairly reliable (p < .10, two-tailed).  This implies that policy extremity 

matters on Election Day. 

--Table 2 about here  

The average number of policies conceals variation in what the public wants in the way of liberal 

policies over time.  When highly conservative, as in 1952, when Mood was at its post-war low, 

the public wants less than average; when highly liberal, as in the early-1960’s, the public wants 

more than average.  To reflect this variation in our calculations at each point in time, we first 

need to estimate an equation predicting the number of net liberal policies in each term from 

mean-centered Policy Mood at the beginning of the presidential term. Note that this can only be 

done only for elections beginning in 1956, as Stimson’s Mood measure is first available in 1952. 

Here is the result:  

 

Liberal Policies (term) = 8.51 + 1.09 Mood (beginning of term)                                                (4) 

                                      (1.88)   (0.40) 

 

R-squared = 0.36, Adjusted R-squared = 0.31, RMSE = 7.24 

 

 

The residual from this equation reflects the degree to which net liberalism is greater (lesser) than 

what the public wants in each term.  To calculate the net effect across the tenure of party control, 

I add together the residuals for each run of the party, e.g., in 2008, for both terms of the George 

W. Bush administration, in 2012, for Obama’s first term.  For 1952, I use the difference between 

the total cumulated net liberalism (80) over the 1933-192 period and what we would have 

observed had the mean number of policies for all presidential terms been adopted in each of the 
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five terms (sum total equals 51.75).17  I then take the absolute value of this sum.  The resulting 

series provides an estimate of how much the accumulation of liberal policies differs from what 

the public wanted during the period of party control.   

 

The results of using this alternative measure of Policy Extremity in place of the original one are 

shown in the second column of Table 2.  Here we see that the coefficient is slightly larger and 

more reliable, though not significantly different.  As such, we cannot be absolutely sure that 

voters in the aggregate take into account their underlying preferences when judging the sitting 

government.  (Of course, it may be that they do but Mood does not neatly capture those 

preferences.)  We can be pretty sure that policy extremity does matter, however, and the Mood-

based measure is preferred on theoretical grounds.  The coefficient (-0.29) for the variable 

implies that producing four laws more (less) than we would predict during a presidential term 

based on the public’s policy mood costs the president’s party about 1% on Election Day.18  

(Cross validation leaving out each election year reveals that the pattern is remarkably robust—see 

Appendix Table A2.)  Given the range (0 – 45) and standard deviation (11.2) of Liberal Policies 

across presidential terms, this is a sizable effect.  The effect of policy is robust to the inclusion of 

the Absolute Mood variable (from equation 2), which does not contribute significantly to what 

                         
17 Various other values were tried and to little effect on the results.  First, I used the total we would have 

observed had the mean number of policies under Democratic presidential terms been undertaken in each of 

the five terms (sum total equals 62.15).  Analysis using this value slightly increases the estimated effect of 

policy extremity on the presidential vote.  Second, I used the amount (39.51) we would predict over the 

five terms had Mood began (in 1932) at the most liberal value observed over the 1952-2012 period, which 

happened in 1961, and then declines in a linear fashion until 1952, when Mood reaches its lowest point.  

Analysis using this value slightly decreases the estimated effect of policy extremity on the presidential 

vote.  The mean estimate using the two approaches is slightly less than the coefficient presented below, but 

it is not significantly different.   
18 Note that the effect does not differ for Democratic or Republican presidents or whether policy is above 

or below the implied equilibrium, i.e., whether it is too liberal or conservative.   
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we would predict based on policy extremity—see the third column of Table 2.19  Policy really 

appears to matter for US presidential elections. 

 

What remains unclear is to what extent policy extremity captures the cost-of-ruling effect we 

demonstrated earlier.  To assess this possibility, we add party tenure into the equation in the last 

column of Table 2.  The results reveal that party tenure predicts the vote independently of policy 

extremity and that including it reduces the coefficient for policy.  This is important, for it 

indicates that cost of ruling effects are not just about policy and that other factors also are work 

(also see Green and Jennings 2014).  At the same time, the results indicate that policy extremity 

accounts for about half of the effect that we do observe in US presidential elections.  That is, the 

coefficient (-0.38) for party tenure is just more than half of the estimate when excluding the 

measure of policy extremity (see the final column of Table 1). 

 

Discussion 

To be sure, voters care about performance – in particular, the economy – on Election Day, but 

this analysis shows that they also care about policy.  Voters in US presidential elections, 

presumably those in the middle of the opinion (and partisan) distribution, tend to punish the party 

of the incumbent president as policies become more extreme.  This policy extremity is related to 

the length of time a party has held the White House, as presidents increasingly push policy in a 

liberal or conservative direction over time.  The tendency to do so accounts for less than half of 

the cost of ruling effect in US presidential elections.  These elections are not mostly about policy, 

                         
19 The result can be taken to imply that objective policies are more important than subjective perceptions, at 
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however, as there is the rest of the cost-of-ruling effect as well as the economy (and other 

factors), the latter of which are most important on Election Day. That said, the results do provide 

good news, as they indicate that substantive representation (and misrepresentation) matters to 

voters.  Elections in the US are not simply games of musical chairs decided entirely by things 

potentially beyond the control of politicians. 

The analysis here really represents a starting point, not a final resting place.  To begin with, it 

only focuses on one fairly unique country.  Whether the results generalize across other countries 

remains to be seen.  That said, there is reason to think that such effects are equally, if not more, 

likely in countries where policy is more directly under the control of the executive.  This is the 

case in most parliamentary systems but also presidential systems where the executive is 

dominant.  In these countries, it is easier to attribute responsibility for policy.  This is fairly 

obvious.  Less obvious is that policy in these countries is more indicative of the executive’s 

preferences.  In Madisonian systems like the US, policy will be a joint, fairly equal reflection of 

the preferences of the executive and the legislature.  This is important because voters may 

evaluate presidents in such systems on the basis of what they try to do, not what they actually 

accomplish, i.e., a too liberal agenda can lead to punishment even if it does not pass and go into 

effect.  Thus, policy provides an imperfect basis for a referendum judgment in US presidential 

elections. 

There are other important limits to the research.  Perhaps most notable is that it leaves a good 

part of the cost of ruling effect unexplained.  What accounts for the other, non-policy-based 

effect of party tenure?  Is it grievance asymmetry, as Nannestad and Paldam (2002) posit?  Or is 

                                                                               

least to the extent Mood captures the latter, though I stop short of drawing this conclusion. 
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it the other usual suspects, namely, the coalition of minorities and unduly high expectations?  

This remains to be see, and some others are already on the case (Green and Jennings 2014).  

Their comparative research attempts to provide a more complete accounting and the early returns 

from this work suggest that perceptions of party performance play a critical role.   It will be 

interesting to see how that research (and others’) evolves and what it tells us about cost of ruling 

in different countries.  In the meantime, based on the foregoing analysis of US presidential 

elections, there is reason to think a priori that policy will be an important part of the story.    
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Appendix 

Figure A1. Coefficient for Absolute Mood Using Different Centering Points 
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Table A2. Results of Jackknife Cross Validation of the Effects of Policy Extremity 

                 on the US Presidential Vote, 1952-2012 
    

  Excluded                Income Growth                     Absolute                              Adjusted   

     Year                 Logistic Weighting            Policy Extremity             R2             R2             SEE 
    

 

    1952                        3.51* (0.47)                    -0.22* (0.10)              0.84         0.81           2.35 

    1956                        3.43* (0.50)                    -0.29* (0.08)              0.83         0.80           2.46 

    1960                        3.58* (0.52)                    -0.28* (0.08)              0.85         0.82           2.45 

    1964                        3.28* (0.51)                    -0.28* (0.07)              0.82         0.79           2.37 

    1968                        3.47* (0.50)                    -0.29* (0.09)              0.84         0.81           2.48 

    1972                        3.42* (0.55)                    -0.29* (0.08)              0.80         0.77           2.48 

    1976                        3.42* (0.48)                    -0.30* (0.07)              0.85         0.83           2.39 

    1980                        3.19* (0.49)                    -0.32* (0.07)              0.85         0.82           2.28 

    1984                        3.62* (0.53)                    -0.30* (0.08)              0.83         0.80           2.44 

    1988                        3.49* (0.49)                    -0.30* (0.08)              0.84         0.81           2.46 

    1992                        3.31* (0.47)                    -0.31* (0.07)              0.86         0.83           2.29 

    1996                        3.57* (0.43)                    -0.28* (0.07)              0.88         0.86           2.17 

    2000                        3.50* (0.49)                    -0.28* (0.08)              0.85         0.82           2.43 

    2004                        3.48* (0.50)                    -0.29* (0.08)              0.84         0.82           2.48 

    2008                        3.80* (0.50)                    -0.31* (0.07)              0.86         0.84           2.26 

    2012                        3.55* (0.48)                    -0.29* (0.07)              0.86         0.83           2.37 

 

N = 16 in total, 15 for reach regression.  Standard errors are in parentheses.  The Presidential Vote is the incumbent 

party’s share of the two-party vote.  Logistically Weighted Income Growth = summed weighted growth in RPCDI 

from the 1st quarter of the election cycle through the 16th quarter, with each quarter weighted by the logistic function 

centered on quarter 8.  Absolute Policy Extremity (Above/Below Mood-Based Trend) = the absolute value of the 

difference between (a) the number of net liberal policies cumulated over the course of current party control and (b) 

the number of liberal policies we would expect to cumulate based on the annual values of Stimson’s Policy Mood at 

the beginning of each term.   p<.10; * p<.05 (two-tailed).   
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     Figure 1. The Number of Net Liberal Policies, 1933-2012 
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  Figure 2. The Cumulative Number of Net Liberal Policies Predicted by Presidential Party  

                  Control and Tenure 
 

 



 

 

 

 

Table 1. Income Growth, Party Tenure and the Presidential Vote Using Alternative Weighting Schemes for Income Growth, 1952-2012 

                                             Achen-Bartels                          Hibbs                            Combined                     Logistic Weighting 
                             

 

Intercept                            48.88**     54.80**           45.46**    50.93**            45.54**     53.84**            43.59***    48.81*** 

                                          (1.63)         (1.32)               (2.09)       (2.07)               (2.37)        (2.18)                (1.87)         (1.79) 

  

Income Growth                  1.41*         1.62**               ---             ---                   0.07            1.34*                 ---               --- 

Quarters 14 and 15            (051)         (0.27)                                                        (0.87)         (0.58)              

  

Income Growth                    ---              ---                  2.63**      2.37**              2.54         0.52                   ---               --- 

Cumulative                                                                 (0.72)        (0.52)               (1.39)         (0.91) 

 

Logistic                                ---              ---                    ---              ---                    ---               ---                  3.48***      3.07***  

Weighting                                                                                                                                                        (0.68)         (0.48) 

 

Party Tenure                        ---           -0.91**                ---         -0.65***              ---           -0.87**               ---            -0.60*** 

                                                            (0.15)                                (0.19)                                 (0.17)                                  (0.15) 

 

R-squared                           0.35           0.83                 0.49          0.76                  0.49           0.83                  0.65            0.85 

Adjusted R-squared           0.31           0.80                 0.45          0.72                  0.41           0.79                  0.62            0.83 

SEE                                    4.66           2.49                 4.15          2.96                  4.31           2.55                  3.43            2.34 

N = 16.  Standard errors are in parentheses.  The Presidential Vote is the incumbent party’s share of the two-party vote.  Income Growth Quarters 14 and 15 = 

average growth in real per capita disposable income (RPCDI) in Quarters 14 and 15 of the election cycle.  Cumulative Income Growth = summed weighted growth in 

RPCDI from the 1st quarter of the election cycle through the 16th quarter, with each quarter weighted .8 times the following quarter (1.25 times the preceding quarter). 

Logistically Weighted Income Growth = summed weighted growth in RPCDI from the 1st quarter of the election cycle through the 16th quarter, with each quarter 

weighted by the logistic function centered on quarter 8.  Party Tenure = the consecutive number of years the incumbent party has been in the White House.   p<.10; 

* p<.05; **p< .01 (two-tailed).   

   



 

 

 

Table 2. Policy Extremity and the Presidential Vote, 1952-2012   

 

Intercept                                            46.53**             45.74**              49.48**             48.16** 

                                                           (1.72)                (1.41)                 (1.60)                 (1.62) 

     

Income Growth                                   3.48**               3.48**               3.39**                3.21** 

Logistic Weighting                            (0.53)                (0.48)                 (0.48)                 (0.43) 

   

Policy Extremity                                -0.27**                 ---                      ---                       --- 

(Above/Below Average)                    (0.08)                               

   

Policy Extremity                                   ---                  -0.29**              -0.26**               -0.17 

(Above/Below Predicted)                                           (0.07)                 (0.08)                 (0.08) 

   

Absolute Value of                                 ---                     ---                   -0.20                      ---  

Mean-Centered Mood                                                                           (0.21) 

     

Party Tenure                                          ---                     ---                      ---                    -0.38* 

                                                                                                                                          (0.17)   

 
R-squared                                            0.80                  0.84                    0.85                    0.89 

Adjusted R-squared                            0.77                  0.82                    0.81                     0.86 

SEE                                                     2.66                  2.39                   2.39                     2.08 

N = 16.  Standard errors are in parentheses.  The Presidential Vote is the incumbent party’s share of the two-party 

vote.  Logistically Weighted Income Growth = summed weighted growth in RPCDI from the 1st quarter of the 

election cycle through the 16th quarter, with each quarter weighted by the logistic function centered on quarter 8.  

Absolute Policy Extremity (Above/Below Average Trend) = the absolute value of the difference between (a) the 

number of net liberal policies cumulated over the course of current party control and (b) the number of liberal 

policies we would expect to cumulate based on the average growth since 1950. Absolute Policy Extremity 

(Above/Below Mood-Based Trend) = the absolute value of the difference between (a) the number of net liberal 

policies cumulated over the course of current party control and (b) the number of liberal policies we would expect to 

cumulate based on the annual values of Stimson’s Policy Mood at the beginning of each term.  Absolute Value of 

Mean-Centered Mood = the absolute value of the difference between annual values of Policy Mood and the mean 

Policy Mood.  Party Tenure = the consecutive number of years the incumbent party has been in the White House. 

p<.10; * p<.05; **p< .01 (two-tailed).   
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