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Conventional wisdom about the 2004
presidential election holds that it

will be an exceptionally tight race. This
wisdom is grounded in the results of
the 2000 presidential election, current
polls, and a general sense that electoral
competition at the presidential level has
tightened over the past decade. While
there is ample justification for these be-
liefs, an examination of long-term vot-
ing trends (i.e., normal voting patterns)
paints a different picture. In terms of
the relative size of their electoral base,
and its distribution across states, the
Democrats begin the 2004 campaign
with a distinct electoral advantage. His-
torically speaking, they have not begun
a presidential campaign in such a strong
position since 1944. Practically speak-
ing, all the Democrats need to do is
win the states in which they have a
normal vote advantage to capture the
presidency. If the Democrats can do this
they need not win any Southern states
in which the Republicans hold an elec-
toral edge, including Florida. Moreover,
even if Ralph Nader matches his state-
level returns in 2000, this will not be
sufficient (by itself) to overcome the
Democrats’ electoral advantage in states
that are essential to attaining an 
Electoral College majority.

This perspective on the 2004 election
is derived from the extension of data
and findings of a study of normal vot-
ing patterns in presidential elections
held between 1828 and 2000.1 The rea-
son this analysis differs from the con-
ventional wisdom is that it extrapolates
secular electoral trends favoring the 
Democrats to the 2004 race.2 These
gradual shifts in normal voting patterns
began in the mid-1970s and have
eroded what once were sizeable 
Republican electoral advantages in a
number of key states. At the national
level the net electoral effect of these

secular changes is comparable to most
critical realignments in U.S. electoral
history; they just took longer to unfold
and are more difficult to detect. Compa-
rable periods of secular change bene-
fited the Republicans in the first quarter
of the 20th century and between 1932
and 1976.

Does that mean the Democrats have
a “lock” on the 2004 election? Ab-
solutely not. Electoral upsets such as
those that occurred in 1912, 1916, and
1976 demonstrate that even overwhelm-
ing normal vote advantages do not
guarantee electoral victory. State normal
vote advantages simply provide parties
with “comfort margins” that help them
deal with election-specific departures
from normal voting patterns. Figure 1
illustrates this point. It overlays actual
margins of victory (dots) and normal
vote estimates (dark, continuous lines)
for the state of Ohio, 1828–2000.3 Posi-
tive values indicate Democratic victories
and normal vote advantages. The dis-
tance between the ‘0’ line and the nor-
mal vote trend line is the majority
party’s comfort margin (the minority
party’s normal vote deficit). Graphs of
all state normal voting patterns are
available for review in State Level Vot-
ing Patterns for President, 1828–2000,
which is accessible at http://www.pol.
uiuc.edu/nardulliresearch.html.

As Figure 1 makes clear, even when
a party has a large comfort margin, as
the Republicans did in 1912 and 1916
(15 points) and in 1964 and 1976 
(10 points), their candidate can lose the
state’s electoral votes. But Figure 1
also makes it clear that the larger the
comfort margin, the lower the probabil-
ity of an electoral upset. Consider the
1992 and 1996 deviations from Ohio’s
normal vote trend line, 6 and 9 points,
respectively. Had deviations of this size
occurred between 1956 and 1976—
before the secular changes in Ohio’s
normal voting patterns reduced the 
Republicans’ comfort margins—they
would have resulted in “close calls”
rather than electoral upsets.

Historical analyses of the impact of
comfort margins on the likelihood of an
electoral upset, using all state contests
from 1828 to 2000, confirm the impor-
tance of size. These analyses provide
the basis for differentiating among three
electoral settings: safe, secure, and com-
petitive. If a party has a comfort margin
in a state that exceeds 10 points, then
there is less than a 10% chance of an
electoral upset; these electoral settings
are considered to be “safe” for the ma-
jority party. If a party’s comfort margin
is between three and 10 points, then
there is less than a 25% chance of an
electoral upset; these electoral settings
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Figure 1
Presidential Voting Patterns in Ohio, 1828—2000
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advantages; 2) win all of the states in
the competitive category (Colorado,
Florida, New Hampshire, Nevada, Ohio,
and Louisiana); and 3) score electoral
upsets in two states in which the De-
mocrats have the smallest normal vote
advantage (Missouri and New Mexico).
Thus, I consider these eight states to be
the true battleground states in the 2004
election. If the Republicans win all of
them they will capture the presidency; if
the Democrats win any one of them
they will win.

Given the post-1976 electoral patterns
noted earlier, the Republican win sce-
nario outlined above would not be ex-
traordinary. The Democrats enjoy safe
or secure electoral settings in 24 states;
which suggests that two electoral upsets
are in line with the 9% defection rate
noted earlier. The defection of Missouri
and New Mexico (both of which were
categorized as competitive states in
1980), in conjunction with a uniform
Republican shift among the six competi-
tive states, would produce a Bush vic-
tory in the Electoral College similar to
what he achieved in 2000. To shed light
on the feasibility of this outcome sce-
nario, the normal vote data must be
joined with information on factors that
are likely to drive electoral perturbations
in the 2004 battleground states. There
are two possibilities here. One is a uni-
form, national set of perturbations
across battleground states (and, indeed,
perhaps all states). The other possibility
is that state-specific issues, problems,
and electorates could generate crosscut-
ting perturbations.

The issues that seem most capable of
generating a uniform, national electoral
shift in 2004 are the war in Iraq and/or
concern with terrorism. A review of
wars and the American electoral experi-
ence can shed some light on the
prospects for such a uniform national
shift; these prospects can be checked by
contrasting President Bush’s standing in
the early polls with those of other re-
cent incumbents seeking re-election. The
most discussed domestic issues in the
campaign thus far are unemployment
and healthcare. The battleground states
are differently situated on these issues:
unemployment rates and the percent of
the population lacking health insurance
differ across them. These differences
suggest that the receptivity of voters to
issue-based campaign appeals may vary
across states. Examining these different
contexts may produce state-specific in-
sights into departures from normal vot-
ing patterns. Examining state-specific
surveys on presidential preferences will
also help bring the 2004 election into
clearer focus.

that are plausibly relevant for the 2004
election. The most important of these
deal with the existence of strong national
effects. These effects are clear for both
deviating elections and outcomes in com-
petitive electoral settings. Thus,

• There were 22 deviating elections in-
volving incumbents seeking re-election:
all favored the winning candidate.

• There were 22 state contests involv-
ing electorally competitive states; all
but two (Georgia and Hawaii in
1980) favored the winner.

These findings account for a rather
marked change in national-level elec-
toral patterns involving incumbents. For
most of American electoral history since
the emergence of wider suffrage and
mass-based political parties in 1828, in-
cumbent defeats were rare. Martin Van
Buren and Grover Cleveland were the
only two incumbents defeated between
1828 and 1900 and Herbert Hoover was
the only incumbent defeated in the first
half of the 20th century. However, in
the last quarter of the 20th century
three of five incumbent presidents seek-
ing re-election have been defeated.
Moreover, in the second half of the
20th century, incumbents have either
won re-election by generating relatively
large and beneficial deviations from na-
tional normal voting patterns (15 points,
on average) or have been defeated as a
result of generating substantially
smaller, negative deviations (7 points,
on average). Indeed, one must go back
to Harry Truman to find an incumbent
who was re-elected without a favorable,
double-digit deviation from national nor-
mal voting patterns.

Battleground States and
Outcome Scenarios

The 2004 normal vote predictions re-
ported in Table 1 underscore the chal-
lenges facing the Republicans in the No-
vember election. The Democrats begin
with normal vote advantages in states
with 282 Electoral College votes. This is
100 more than the Republicans begin
with and enough to secure the presi-
dency. Overcoming deficits this large is
not unprecedented in U.S. electoral his-
tory; Woodrow Wilson, John Kennedy,
Lyndon Johnson, and Jimmy Carter all
won the presidency by overcoming even
greater normal vote deficits. For George
W. Bush to join this select group, while
generating the smallest set of departures
from normal voting patterns, he will
have to: 1) “hold his own” in states
where the Republicans have normal vote

are considered to be “secure” for the
majority party. If a party’s comfort mar-
gin is less than three points, then there
is slightly more than a 40% chance of
an electoral upset occurring. These are
considered competitive settings because
neither party can be said to enjoy a re-
liable electoral advantage derived from
the relative size of its electoral base.

Table 1 uses these categories to illus-
trate the impact of the Democratic secu-
lar trends mentioned above on the major
parties’ electoral prospects for 2004; the
bolded entries depict electoral upsets.
Table 1 shows clearly the transition of
key states from the “safe” and “secure”
Republican categories to the Democratic
“safe” and “secure” categories, as well
as the competitive category. In 1980 the
Republicans had normal vote advantages
in 41 states with 424 Electoral College
votes; the Democrats had advantages in
only six states with 47 Electoral College
votes. By 2000 the Republicans had nor-
mal vote advantages in only 25 states
with 219 Electoral College votes, while
the Democrats had meaningful comfort
margins in 22 states with 273 Electoral
College votes.

The incidence and distribution of
electoral upsets depicted in Table 1 il-
lustrate several other points about recent
electoral patterns that are relevant for
the 2004 election. The first is that the
correspondence between the partisan
categories depicted in Table 1 and con-
temporary electoral outcomes is quite
high. An electoral upset occurs when-
ever a state that is categorized as elec-
torally “safe” or “secure” provides a
majority of its votes to the state’s mi-
nority party. Only 7% of the electoral
outcomes represented in Table 1 re-
sulted in electoral upsets (10 of the 136
state contests); for all post-1976 state
contests the comparable figure is 9%
(25 of 267). The incidence of these up-
sets is quite low by historical standards
and these data suggest that there is less
than one chance in 10 of a defection in
the contemporary electoral era. 

Closer scrutiny of these data shows
that 22 of the 25 electoral upsets oc-
curred in elections involving incumbents
seeking re-election. Voters are more
likely to be motivated by stewardship
evaluations than partisan attachments in
incumbent elections. Consequently, devia-
tions from state normal vote estimates
are routinely twice as large as those in
non-incumbent elections; in the
1980–2000 period deviations averaged 13
points in incumbent elections and 7
points in non-incumbent elections. Exam-
ining patterns of state-level outcomes in
post-1976 era incumbent elections (1980,
1984, 1992, 1996) reveals other insights
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Table 1
1980–2004 Comfort Levels and Electoral College Votes, by State

1980 1992 2000 2004

State Electoral Normal Margin State Electoral Normal Margin State Electoral Normal Margin State Electoral Normal Margin
Postal College Margin of of Postal College Margin of of Postal College Margin of of Postal College Margin of of
Code Votes Victory Victory Code Votes Victory Victory Code Votes Victory Victory Code Votes Victory Victory

Safe Republican Safe Republican Safe Republican Safe Republican

UT 4 –0.37 –0.52 UT 5 –0.32 –0.19 UT 5 –0.29 –0.4 UT 5 –0.27 ?

ID 4 –0.31 –0.41 ID 4 –0.27 –0.13 ID 4 –0.25 –0.39 ID 4 –0.24 ?

NE 5 –0.31 –0.4 NE 5 –0.25 –0.17 NE 5 –0.23 –0.29 NE 5 –0.22 ?

WY 3 –0.28 –0.35 AK 3 –0.22 –0.09 AK 3 –0.21 –0.31 AK 3 –0.21 ?

AK 3 –0.22 –0.28 WY 3 –0.19 –0.06 ND 3 –0.16 –0.28 ND 3 –0.15 ?

AZ 6 –0.22 –0.32 ND 3 –0.18 –0.12 WY 3 –0.16 –0.41 WY 3 –0.14 ?

KS 7 –0.22 –0.25 KS 7 –0.17 –0.05 OK 8 –0.14 –0.22 OK 7 –0.14 ?

ND 3 –0.22 –0.38 MS 7 –0.15 –0.09 SC 8 –0.13 –0.16 SC 8 –0.12 ?

NH 4 –0.21 –0.29 OK 8 –0.14 –0.09 AL 9 –0.12 –0.15 AL 9 –0.12 ?

NV 3 –0.19 –0.36 SC 8 –0.14 –0.08 IN 12 –0.12 –0.16 IN 11 –0.12 ?

CO 7 –0.16 –0.24 IN 12 –0.13 –0.06 TX 32 –0.12 –0.21 TX 34 –0.12 ?

IN 13 –0.16 –0.17 AZ 7 –0.12 –0.02

OK 8 –0.15 –0.25 TX 29 –0.12 –0.04

MT 4 –0.13 –0.24 AL 9 –0.11 –0.07

SC 8 –0.13 –0.01 SD 3 –0.11 –0.03

FL 17 –0.12 –0.17

SD 4 –0.12 –0.29

VA 12 –0.12 –0.13

NJ 17 –0.11 –0.13

NM 4 –0.11 –0.18s

TOTAL 136 TOTAL 113 TOTAL 92 TOTAL 92

Secure Republican Secure Republican Secure Republican Secure Republican

TX 26 –0.1 –0.14 MT 4 –0.1 0.03 MS 7 –0.1 –0.17 SD 3 –0.10 ?

OH 25 –0.09 –0.11 NH 4 –0.1 0.01 SD 3 –0.1 –0.23 VA 13 –0.10 ?

VT 3 –0.09 –0.06 NV 4 –0.1 0.03 KS 6 –0.09 –0.21 MT 3 –0.09 ?

CT 8 –0.08 –0.1 VA 12 –0.1 –0.04 MT 3 –0.09 –0.25 NC 15 –0.09 ?

ME 4 –0.07 –0.04 NC 13 –0.09 –0.01 NC 14 –0.09 –0.13 GA 15 –0.08 ?

MS 7 –0.07 –0.01 CO 8 –0.08 0.04 VA 13 –0.08 –0.08 MS 6 –0.08 ?

CA 45 –0.06 –0.17 FL 21 –0.08 –0.02 AZ 8 –0.07 –0.06 KS 6 –0.07 ?

MI 21 –0.06 –0.06 GA 12 –0.06 0.01 GA 13 –0.07 –0.12 KY 8 –0.06 ?

NC 13 –0.06 –0.02 KY 9 –0.06 0.03 KY 8 –0.06 –0.15 AZ 10 –0.05 ?

WA 9 –0.06 –0.12 TN 11 –0.05 0.05 CO 8 –0.04 –0.08 TN 11 –0.04 ?

DE 3 –0.05 –0.02 OH 23 –0.04 0.02 FL 25 –0.04 0

IA 8 –0.05 –0.13 NH 4 –0.04 –0.01

IL 26 –0.05 –0.08 TN 11 –0.04 –0.04

KY 9 –0.05 –0.01 NV 4 –0.03 –0.04

AL 9 –0.04 –0.02

MO 12 –0.04 –0.07

OR 6 –0.04 –0.1

AR 6 –0.03 –0.01

PA 27 –0.03 –0.07

TN 10 –0.03 0

WI 11 –0.03 –0.05

TOTAL 288 TOTAL 121 TOTAL 127 TOTAL 90
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Table 1—continued
1980–2004 Comfort Levels and Electoral College Votes, by State

1980 1992 2000 2004

State Electoral Normal Margin State Electoral Normal Margin State Electoral Normal Margin State Electoral Normal Margin
Postal College Margin of of Postal College Margin of of Postal College Margin of of Postal College Margin of of
Code Votes Victory Victory Code Votes Victory Victory Code Votes Victory Victory Code Votes Victory Victory

Competitive Competitive Competitive Competitive

GA 12 –0.02 0.15 NM 5 –0.01 0.09 OH 21 –0.02 –0.04 CO 9 –0.02 ?

LA 10 –0.01 –0.05 LA 10 0 0.05 LA 9 0.01 –0.08 FL 27 –0.02 ?

NY 41 0 –0.03 MO 11 0 0.1 MO 11 0.02 –0.03 NH 4 –0.01 ?

HI 4 0.02 0.02 DE 3 0.01 0.08 NM 5 0.02 0 NV 5 0.00 ?

MI 20 0.01 0.07 OH 20 0.00 ?

NJ 16 0.01 0.02 LA 9 0.01 ?

AR 6 0.02 0.18

ME 4 0.02 0.08

WI 11 0.02 0.04

TOTAL 67 TOTAL 86 TOTAL 46 TOTAL 74

Secure Democratic Secure Democratic Secure Democratic Secure Democratic

MD 10 0.03 0.03 CT 8 0.03 0.06 AR 6 0.04 –0.05 MO 11 0.03 ?

WV 6 0.05 0.04 IA 8 0.03 0.06 MI 18 0.04 0.05 NM 5 0.04 ?

MN 10 0.06 0.04 OR 7 0.03 0.1 WI 11 0.04 0 AR 6 0.05 ?

RI 4 0.07 0.1 PA 25 0.03 0.09 DE 3 0.05 0.13 WI 10 0.05 ?

MA 14 0.1 0 CA 47 0.04 0.14 IA 7 0.05 0 IA 7 0.06 ?

WA 10 0.04 0.12 OR 7 0.05 0.01 MI 17 0.06 ?

IL 24 0.06 0.14 PA 23 0.05 0.04 PA 21 0.06 ?

VT 3 0.06 0.16 ME 4 0.06 0.05 WV 5 0.06 ?

WV 6 0.06 0.13 NJ 15 0.06 0.16 DE 3 0.07 ?

MD 10 0.08 0.14 WV 5 0.06 –0.06 OR 7 0.07 ?

MN 10 0.09 0.12 WA 11 0.07 0.06 ME 4 0.08 ?

HI 4 0.1 0.11 CT 8 0.08 0.17 NJ 15 0.09 ?

CA 54 0.09 0.12 WA 11 0.09 ?

IL 22 0.1 0.12 CT 7 0.1 ?

TOTAL 44 TOTAL 162 TOTAL 194 TOTAL 129

Safe Democratic Safe Democratic Safe Democratic Safe Democratic

DC 3 0.66 0.61 NY 36 0.13 0.16 MD 10 0.11 0.16 CA 55 0.11 ?

MA 13 0.15 0.19 MN 10 0.11 0.02 IL 21 0.12 ?

RI 4 0.18 0.18 VT 3 0.11 0.1 MD 10 0.12 ?

DC 3 0.73 0.76 HI 4 0.13 0.18 MN 10 0.12 ?

MA 12 0.18 0.27 VT 3 0.13 ?

NY 33 0.18 0.25 HI 4 0.15 ?

RI 4 0.22 0.29 MA 12 0.19 ?

DC 3 0.75 0.76 NY 31 0.20 ?

RI 4 0.24 ?

DC 3 0.76 ?

TOTAL 3 TOTAL 56 TOTAL 79 TOTAL 153

Electoral College Votes 424 Electoral College Votes 234 Electoral College Votes 219 Electoral College Votes 182

in Safe and Secure in Safe and Secure in Safe and Secure in Safe and Secure

Republican States Republican States Republican States Republican States

Electoral College Votes 47 Electoral College Votes 218 Electoral College Votes 273 Electoral College Votes 282

in Safe and Secure in Safe and Secure in Safe and Secure in Safe and Secure

Democratic States Democratic States Democratic States Democratic States
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The Prospects for Uniform
Electoral Shifts: Terrorism
and the War in Iraq

An extensive analysis of the effect of
war on deviations from normal voting
patterns shows that wars have seldom
benefited incumbents (Nardulli 2005,
chap. 8). Indeed, wars are more likely
to produce electoral catastrophes for 
incumbent parties than electoral divi-
dends, particularly unpopular wars such
as Korea and Vietnam. The results with
respect to war hold true whether the na-
tion was at war on Election Day or
whether a war had been initiated and
concluded before the election. 

Consider first those situations in
which the U.S. was at war on Election
Day. There have been only seven elec-
tions held in the midst of a serious war:
1864 (the Civil War), 1944 (WW II),
1952 (Korea), and 1964, 1968, 1972
(Vietnam).

• In the elections of 1864 and 1944 the
incumbent parties achieved little more
than the normal party vote.

• In 1952 the Korean War contributed to
the worst defeat for the Democrats at
the presidential level since the 1920s.

• The Vietnam War was not a dominant
issue in 1964 and, due to the abolish-
ment of the draft and “Vietnamiza-
tion,” it was receding as an issue in
1972. In 1968 the war was a domi-
nant theme and its effect was suffi-
cient to overcome a strong economic
performance and seal the Democrats’
defeat.

Examining the electoral aftermath of
wars begun during a term of office, but
concluded before Election Day yields
similar conclusions.

• The Mexican American War ended
just months before the 1848 election
which the incumbent Democrats lost. 

• In the election of 1900, which followed
the conclusion of the Spanish American
War, the incumbent Republicans again
received only their normal vote.

• Despite a resounding military victory
in World War I that made the world
“safe for democracy,” the Democrats
were routed in the 1920 election. No
election since 1828 surpassed the Re-
publicans’ margin of victory in 1920
and no other inter-election swing in
presidential voting compares to the
30-point swing experienced by the
Democrats between 1916 and 1920.

• The Persian Gulf War generated nega-
tive electoral effects for the Republi-

cans in 1992 that had a decisive 
impact on the election’s outcome. The
“rally” effects of military victory, so
evident in public opinion polls, had
little staying power. The election of
1992 was only the second time the
Republicans lost a presidential elec-
tion since the Vietnam War; the other
defeat came in the wake of Watergate.

The American experience with war
suggests that being a “war president” is
unlikely to generate electoral dividends;
it has not in nearly two centuries. If sav-
ing the union, making the world safe for
democracy, defeating fascism, and con-
taining communism were not enough to
provide the victorious party with elec-
toral dividends, then it is unlikely that
President Bush will be rewarded for 
having ousted Saddam Hussein. Watching
the drama of the Iraq War unfold (the
Abu Ghraib prison scandal, the hangings,
mutilations, and decapitations of captured
Americans, daily armed attacks) provides
keen insights into why war has had such
consistently negative electoral effects.

Two factors suggest that these histori-
cally based findings on war’s electoral
effects will be highly relevant for the
2004 election. First, most of the histori-
cal assessments recounted here were
generated before women emerged as a
powerful and independent electoral
force; their emergence is likely to en-
hance the historically negative electoral
impact of war. Second, recent techno-
logical advances in media coverage
vividly bring the costs of the Iraq War
into every American home as never be-
fore. As television exacerbated the elec-
toral impact of the Vietnam War, so the
Internet will exacerbate the salience of
the Iraq War as an electoral issue.

The Republicans can possibly negate,
and perhaps reverse, the routinely nega-
tive reactions of the American electorate
toward war by underscoring the ties be-
tween Saddam Hussein and domestic ter-
rorism. But information emanating from
the presidential commission investigating
the September 11 attacks, as well as con-
gressional investigations into pre-war in-
telligence, has begun to erode what was
once widely considered a key administra-
tion strength: its handling of terrorism.
These investigations are making it more
difficult to tie the Iraq invasion to the
September 11 terrorist attacks.

It is difficult to tell, at this point,
whether the Iraq War and/or the concern
with terrorism issue will generate a dis-
cernible national shift within the elec-
torate. Some insights into this question
can be gained by examining trends in
national preference polls conducted dur-
ing the 2004 campaign. To do this I ex-

amine a variable termed incumbent pref-
erence margin, which is calculated by
simply subtracting the proportion of re-
spondents in a survey who prefer the
challenger from the proportion that
prefers the incumbent. Thus, positive
numbers indicate a preference for the 
incumbent; negative numbers indicate a
preference for the challenger. To put the
2004 trendline in perspective, I compare
it with preference trends in the last six
incumbent bids for re-election. Three of
these bids were successful (Nixon, 1972;
Reagan, 1984; Clinton, 1996); three
were unsuccessful (Ford, 1976; Carter,
1980; George H. W. Bush, 1992).

For each of these election campaigns
I used survey results for a 270-day pe-
riod before the election, beginning
roughly in the first week of February.4

Some series start later because uncer-
tainty over the identity of the chal-
lenger(s) made it impossible to identify
comparable survey results for the entire
time frame. All credible and comparable
national surveys were used for each of
the campaigns; where an imposing
third-party challenger was running 
(Anderson, 1980; Perot, 1992, 1996;
Nader, 2004) only survey results includ-
ing the third-party candidates were
used.5 To eliminate some of the “noise”
inherent in combining the results of a
large number of surveys, a five-survey
moving average was used to smooth the
incumbent preference margin variable.6

Because surveys were conducted on dif-
ferent dates in different years the
smoothed results were then interpolated
for the 270-day period, which facilitated
the graphing of results across campaigns.
The available results for the 2004 cam-
paign are compared with the three suc-
cessful re-election bids in Figure 2(a)
and with the three unsuccessful re-
election bids in Figure 2(b).

The data presented in Figure 2 indi-
cate that there is no sign of an elec-
toral catastrophe in 2004. Indeed, the
available 2004 data indicate no dis-
cernible departure from national normal
voting patterns. The average of the 77
preference surveys that form the basis
for the 2004 entries in Figure 2 aver-
age to “.5,” which is very close to the
projected 2004 national value of the
normal vote. Thus, as it has in several
past war-related elections (1864, 1900,
1944), it appears from the available
data that the electoral impact of the
Iraq war has been to solidify partisan
attachments. But extrapolations from
the available 2004 survey data must be
made cautiously. As Figure 2 demon-
strates, most of the movement in in-
cumbent preference margins occurs 
after the nominating conventions.
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While the 2004 data for incumbent
preference margin are limited to the
March through August period, Figure 2(a)
makes it clear that President Bush is
heading into the fall in a far weaker
position than any of the last three pres-
idents who won re-election. For the
comparable time frame in 1972 Nixon
had a 15 point average preference 

fall rallies and generated impressive de-
partures from national normal voting
patterns (16 and 12 points, respectively).
During the comparable period in 1996,
Clinton’s average preference margin was
14 points. While the two parties had
comparably sized electoral bases in
1996, Clinton translated this edge into a
10 point electoral perturbation.

Comparing President Bush’s current
standing with the last three incumbents
who failed in their re-election bids pro-
duces mixed results. He is well ahead of
where Ford was at this juncture in 1976,
but Ford began to rally in late summer.
Bush in 2004 is behind where Carter
was for most of the comparable period
in 1980. Carter began to fade in late
May, only to rally again in the fall—
even though his actual votes failed to
match his late surge in most polls; he ul-
timately lost by a 10 point margin. Bush
is, on average, quite a bit behind where
his father was at this point in 1992 (8
points). But George H. W. Bush faltered
in August and was never able to recover. 

As useful as these candidate compar-
isons are, perhaps the most important
insight produced in Figure 2 concerns
the power of incumbents to generate a
fall surge in the polls. Nixon, Ford,
Carter, and Reagan all mounted impres-
sive fall rallies in the polls, even though
Carter’s rally did not extend into the
voting booth. On the other hand, Clinton
does not manifest much of a fall surge
in 1996 and George H. W. Bush’s surge
was too little, too late. If the current
president can avoid the type of free fall
experienced by the three unsuccessful
incumbents even a relatively small fall
surge (5 points) could be decisive.

Crosscutting Electoral Pertur-
bations: Unemployment,
Healthcare and State 
Preference Polls

If the highly polarized partisan setting
in 2004 prevents any widespread fall
surge, then the election’s outcome will
likely be decided by contests in the
eight battleground states. Understanding
relevant differences across these states
can produce insights into the plausibility
of the Republicans sweeping these
states. A rough picture of the differ-
ences in issue contexts and poll results
in these states is presented in Table 2.

The first set of entries address unem-
ployment rates. Of the eight battleground
states, two rank among the lowest third
of all states in terms of unemployment
rates: New Hampshire (11) and Nevada
(13). Another three of the battleground
states rank among the highest one-third

margin and a 7 point comfort margin.
Thus, he was doing about 8 points bet-
ter than expected given the relative
size of the Republican’s electoral base.
In 1984, Reagan had a 12 point aver-
age preference margin and a 6 point
comfort margin, suggesting he was do-
ing 6 points better than expected. Both
Nixon and Reagan experienced strong
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Figure 2(b)
Trends in Incumbent Preference Margin, Unsuccessful 
Re-election Bids

Figure 2(a)
Trends in Incumbent Preference Margin, Successful 
Re-election Bids
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of states with respect to unemployment:
Louisiana (43), Ohio (37), and New
Mexico (36). All of the battleground
states except Nevada experienced an in-
crease in unemployment rates during the
Bush administration; all have also seen
drops over the past year. Information on
the proportion of the state’s population
lacking health insurance is available
from the CDC; the latest data available
are for 2003. With respect to this meas-
ure, two battleground states rank in the
top third of all states: Missouri (16) and
New Hampshire (3). In contrast, five
battleground states were among the bot-
tom third of all states with respect to
health insurance coverage: New Mexico
(50), Louisiana (49), Nevada (48),
Florida (43), and Colorado (36).

The last four columns of Table 3 re-
port state poll results; a column that re-
ports a transformed normal margin of
victory variable (from Table 1) precedes
these entries. Normal margin of victory
was transformed to be comparable to
the incumbent preference margin (%
preferring Bush –% preferring Kerry).
The state incumbent preference margin
variable was calculated using only sur-
vey results that included Ralph Nader
that were conducted after May 1. Thus,
no data are available for Nevada. 

In Table 2 states were categorized as
“Republican” or “Democrat” if the mar-
gin of preference favored one party and
exceeded the survey’s sampling error
(usually 4 points); they were categorized
as “Leaning” toward one of the parties
if the margin of preference favored one
party and was equivalent to the survey’s
sampling error. State preference margins
that were within the latest survey’s sam-
pling error were categorized as “Com-
petitive;” states with no recent polls
were categorized as “Indeterminate.”

The polling data show two battle-
ground states in which the Republicans
lead (Colorado, Louisiana), although
12% of Louisiana voters polled were
undecided. Four other states with avail-
able data are categorized as competi-
tive. New Mexico and New Hampshire
categorized as Democratic.

Conclusion
Because of the impact of persistent

secular changes in presidential voting
patterns over the course of the past three
decades, the Democrats approach the
2004 campaign in a surprisingly strong
position. In terms of the relative size of
their electoral base and its distribution
across states, the Democrats have not
been so advantaged in nearly 60 years.
However, the fact that the Democrats
won three of nine presidential elections
(1960, 1964, 1976) during this period
facing considerable disadvantages in the
size of their electoral base demonstrates
the impact of election-specific events on
electoral outcomes. While one of these
electoral upsets was by the narrowest of
margins, and two others were marked by
unusual circumstances (the Kennedy as-
sassination, Watergate), the normal vote
barriers the Republicans face in retaining
the White House are not insurmountable
by historical standards. Moreover, they
fall within the norms of post-1976 
electoral patterns.

But joining the electoral base factors
with policy relevant considerations
makes the Republicans’ task in the 2004
campaign more sobering. While no
other war president has been able to
muster much of an electoral boost in
the aftermath of a war, President Bush
is in dire need of such a boost. More-
over, six of the battleground states Bush

must win in order to retain the presi-
dency rank among the bottom third of
all states on either unemployment or
health insurance coverage—the two
most discussed domestic issues. Two
states (Louisiana and New Mexico) rank
in the bottom third of all states for both
unemployment and health insurance
coverage; only New Hampshire ranks in
the top third for both indicators. 
Missouri is middling on both indicators.
In New Mexico the Republicans must
overcome a normal vote deficit, a poll
deficit, and policy-based difficulties.
Also, the situation in Florida is com-
pounded by the lingering hostilities and
attention rooted in the 2000 election; in
Nevada the Republicans must deal with
the potential ramifications of the recent
efforts aimed at stockpiling nuclear
waste in the state.

Countering this rather dismal assess-
ment of the Republicans’ prospects are
the data presented in Figure 2 demon-
strating the capacity of incumbents to
generate impressive fall surges in the
polls. These data also show that Presi-
dent Bush is well positioned to benefit
from such a surge—unlike Ford,
Carter, and George H. W. Bush who
found themselves in a deep trough by
Labor Day. This notwithstanding, there
are serious questions about the likeli-
hood of such a surge in 2004. The
two incumbents with the least impres-
sive rallies were George H. W. Bush
and Clinton. Clinton’s inability to
mount a fall surge could be a reflec-
tion of the highly polarized partisan-
ship that characterizes the current era;
if so this polarization may also hinder
President Bush’s 2004 efforts. Equally
important, however, are the implica-
tions of the American electoral experi-
ence with war. George H. W. Bush’s
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Table 2
Issue Contexts and Polls in 2004 Battleground States

State Rank Change in Change in State Incumbent
Unempl- for Unemp- Unemploy- Unemp- Percent Rank for Projected Margin of Un-
oyment loyment ment Rate loyment Un- Percent Normal Pre- decided

State Rate, Rate in during Rate insured, Uninsured, Incumbent ference, Poll Vote, Date of
Postal May, May Bush Ad- during 2003 2002 Margin of Latest Categori- Latest Latest
Code 2004 2004 ministration Last Year (CDC) (CDC) Victory Poll zation Poll Poll

CO 4.9 24 2.3 –1.3 16.7 36.0 2 5 Republican 6 6/18/04

FL 4.5 17 0.6 –0.8 17.7 43.0 2 2 Competitive 5 8/22/04

NH 4.0 11 1.2 –0.2 10.1 3.0 1 –7 Democratic 7 8/5/04

NV 4.1 13 –0.3 –1.3 19.3 48.0 0 2 Competitive 12 8/17/04

OH 5.6 37 1.7 –0.5 12.0 19.0 0 1 Competitive 5 8/17/04

LA 6.1 43 0.0 –0.6 19.5 49.0 –1 16 Republican 12 7/20/04

MO 5.1 28 0.7 –0.7 11.3 16.0 3 0 Competitive 4 7/22/04

NM 5.5 36 0.8 –0.8 21.6 50.0 4 –7 Democratic 7 8/18/04

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096504045202 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096504045202


Notes
1. The 1828 to 2000 analyses are reported in

Peter F. Nardulli, Popular Efficacy in the De-
mocratic Era: A Re-examination of Electoral
Accountability in the U.S., 1828–2000 (forth-
coming, Princeton University Press, 2005).

2. Extrapolating the 2000 state normal vote esti-
mates to 2004 was straightforward. Changes in
state normal vote estimates for 1992, 1996, and
2000 were averaged. This average change was then
added to the state’s 2000 normal vote estimate. To
illustrate this procedure consider a state whose nor-
mal vote estimates for 1988, 1992, 1996, and 2000
are .03, .04, .05, and .06, respectively. The average
change for the last three elections is .01. Thus, the
2004 projection is .07 (.06 + .01).

3. Details on the procedure used to derive
normal vote estimate are available in Nardulli,
2005 (chap. 5) and online at http://www.pol.
uiuc.edu/nardulliresearch.html in Appendix II.

4. I wish to acknowledge the valiant efforts
of my research assistant, Phillip Habel, for ex-
peditiously collecting and organizing these sur-
vey results, along with all of the other contem-
porary data used in this analysis.

5. Polls were located through the Roper
Center for Public Opinion Research, available
through Lexis-Nexis Statistical Universe
(www.lexis-nexis.com). The last names of
each of the presidential candidates and the
term “election” were the search criterion. The

period of analysis was from January of the
election year until Election Day. The total
number of national surveys increased expo-
nentially over time: 1972 (17), 1976 (36),
1980 (56), 1984 (68), 1992 (109), 1996 (206),
2004 (112).

6. To smooth incumbent preference margin, a
value from a given survey was averaged with
values from the two surveys that preceded it
and the two surveys that followed it. Thus, a
value generated by a survey conducted on Au-
gust 10 would be averaged with values gener-
ated by surveys conducted on August 6 and
August 4, as well as those generated by sur-
veys conducted on August 12 and August 13.

votes for re-election. If national polls
yield no fall surge, then careful moni-
toring of polls in the eight battle-
ground states will yield insights into
the election’s outcome.

failure to generate a fall surge is con-
sistent with the experience of other
war presidents.

If George W. Bush can achieve a
war surge, something other war 

presidents have been unable to do in
nearly two centuries, it could have a
decisive impact on the election’s out-
come. A 5 point national shift would
capture the necessary Electoral College
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