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s Election Day approaches, many political com-

mentators are asking whether the 2010 mid-

term elections could be a reprise of 1994, when

Republicans picked up eight seats in the Sen-

ate and 52 seats in the House of Representa-
tives to take control of both chambers for the first time in 40
years. There is almost universal agreement that Republicans
are poised to make major gains in both the House and the
Senate. And while the GOP’s chances of gaining the 10 seats
needed to take control of the upper chamber appear remote,
results from the generic ballot forecasting model indicate that
the 39 seats required to take back the House of Representa-
tives are well within reach.

There are some striking similarities between the mood of
the American public today and the mood of the country 16
years ago. The most important similarity is that President
Obama, like President Clinton in 1994, has seen his approval
ratings fall below 50% into what is generally considered the
danger zone for an incumbent president and his party (Mell-
man 2010). The Democratic-controlled 111th Congress, like
the Democratic-controlled 103rd Congress, is very unpopular,
with a June Gallup poll showing an approval rating of 21%
(Jones 2010). And, according to the same poll, only 24% of
Americans are satisfied with the way things are going in the
country. Given these results, it is not surprising that Republi-
cans have been running even with or ahead of Democrats when
registered voters are asked which party they want to control
the next Congress. This Republican edge also existed in the
summer of 1994, and it represents a dramatic change from the
2006 and 2008 election cycles, during which the Democrats
enjoyed large advantages on this generic ballot question.

THE GENERIC BALLOT MODEL

According to a statistical model that uses the generic ballot
and presidential approval to measure the national political
climate, Republicans have an approximately 50% chance of
regaining control of the House of Representatives in Novem-
ber. The model uses four independent variables to predict seat
change in congressional elections.* Two variables measure the
national political climate in the election year: the president’s
net approval rating as registered in an early September Gal-
lup poll and the results of the generic ballot question in the
same poll. The other two variables reflect structural features
that are fixed for a given election: a dummy variable for mid-
term elections that is positive in Democratic midterm years
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and negative in Republican midterm years, and the number of
seats held by Republicans before the election, which mea-
sures the relative exposure of both parties to risk—the more
seats a party holds going into an election, the more seats it
can expect to lose or the fewer seats it can expect to gain.

The generic ballot model does an excellent job of predict-
ing the results of recent wave elections, especially for the House
of Representatives. For 1994, using data from elections between
1946 and 1992, the model predicts Republican gains of 46
House seats and eight Senate seats, which comes very close to
the actual gains of 52 House seats and eight Senate seats. For
2006, using data from elections between 1946 and 2004, the
model predicts Democratic gains of 36 House seats and three
Senate seats, also close to the actual gains of 30 House seats
and six Senate seats.

Table 1 displays the results of a regression analysis of the
outcomes of congressional elections between 1946 and 2008
using these four predictors. The dependent variable in this
analysis is the change in Republican House or Senate seats.
All of the estimated coefficients are in the expected direction
and statistically significant. As expected, the more seats the
Republican Party holds before the election, the fewer seats it
tends to gain or the more seats it tends to lose; similarly, the
larger the Republican lead or the smaller the Republican def-
icit on the generic ballot, the more seats Republicans can expect
to win, and the more popular the Republican president or the
less popular the Democratic president, the more seats the
Republicans can expect to win. In addition, regardless of
the president’s popularity or the results of the generic ballot,

Table 1
Estimates for House and Senate
Forecasting Models

HOUSE SENATE
PREDICTOR B SE B SE
Previous Republican Seats -0.35 0.105 -0.81 0.148
Midterm Election -1916 392 -291 0851
Generic Ballot 125 0.288 0.18 0.063
Presidential Approval 0.22 0.091 0.05 0022
Constant 8144 = 14.80 =
Adjusted R? 0.82 — 0.68 —
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the president’s party tends to lose seats in midterm elections.
This presidential midterm variable has a very large and highly
significant negative coefficient, which results in the president’s
party almost always losing seats in midterm elections, espe-
cially in the House.

Not surprisingly, given the relatively small number of Sen-
ate seats contested in each election and the larger proportion
of closely contested races, the Senate model is not as accu-
rate as the House model. Otherwise, however, the results of
the two models are fairly similar once the different number
of seats at stake in each chamber is taken into account. The
main difference between the Senate and House results is that
the seat exposure variable has a much larger impact on Sen-
ate elections than on House elections. In fact, the single stron-
gest predictor of Republican seat change in Senate elections
is the number of Republican seats at stake in the election.
The larger impact of this variable in the Senate model prob-
ably reflects the greater competitiveness of Senate contests
and therefore the greater risk associated with seat exposure
in Senate elections.

THE 2010 FORECAST

Based on the current (late August) values of the two mea-
sures of the national political climate, the generic ballot and
presidential approval, the model predicts that Republicans will
gain 43 seats in the House of Representatives in November,
slightly more than the 39 seats that they need to regain con-
trol of the House, and four seats in the Senate. The House
forecast is fairly close to the forecasts made by a number of
prominent political analysts that are based on more informal
judgments about the national political environment and
assessments of individual House races (Cook 2010; Wood 2010).
However, the forecast for Democratic losses in the Senate is
somewhat lower than that formulated by most of these fore-
casters. Democrats appear to have substantially more Senate
seats at risk than Republicans in this election cycle, even
though both parties have 18 seats up for election (Sabato 2010).
The results of the forecasting model indicate that the main
factors contributing to likely Republican gains in November
are structural and do not reflect an especially negative politi-
cal environment for Democrats. The current political environ-
ment only appears unfavorable for Democrats in comparison
with the extraordinarily favorable environment that Demo-
crats enjoyed in both 2006 and 2008, which primarily resulted
from the unpopularity of President George W. Bush. The two
structural variables in the model—previous Republican seats
and the midterm election variable—predict a Republican gain
of 38 House seats, partly as a result of to the relatively small
number of Republican seats prior to the election and partly as
a result of the fact that 2010 is a Democratic midterm year.
According to this model, the main reasons that Democrats
are likely to experience significant losses in 2010 are the nor-
mal tendency of voters to turn against the president’s party in
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midterm elections, regardless of the national political envi-
ronment, and the fact that after gaining more than 50 House
seats in the past two elections, they are defending a large num-
ber of seats, many of which are in Republican-leaning dis-
tricts. However, the number of Democratic House seats in
marginally Democratic or Republican-leaning districts is some-
what smaller than in 1994, and Democrats have fewer open
House seats this year, which will make it more difficult for
Republicans to match their 1994 gains (Abramowitz 2010). In
addition, the fact that Democrats are only defending 18 Sen-
ate seats this year should help limit their losses in the upper
chamber.

Even in what might be considered a best-case scenario for
Democrats, if President Obama’s net approval rating was to
improve by 20 points and Democrats were to regain a 10-point
lead on the generic ballot, Democrats would still be expected
to lose about 20 seats in the House and one or two seats in the
Senate. On the other hand, in what might be considered a
worst-case scenario for Democrats, if President Obama’s net
approval rating was to fall 20 points and Republicans were to
gain a 10-point lead on the generic ballot, Democratic losses
would be expected to reach 54 seats in the House and four or
five seats in the Senate. Thus, under any plausible set of cir-
cumstances, Democrats are likely to lose a substantial num-
ber of seats in November as a result of structural features that
are already in place. However, even relatively small shifts in
presidential approval or the generic ballot could determine
whether Nancy Pelosi or John Boehner will be the next Speaker
of the House of Representatives. m

NOTE

1. For a full description of the generic ballot model and a more elaborate
version of the model incorporating measures of strategic behavior by con-
gressional candidates, see Abramowitz (2006).
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