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President George W. Bush will be reelected on November 2 with 56 percent of the vote.  That’s the prediction I get using a statistical model developed by Ray Fair, an economist at Yale University.  Fair developed his model in 1978 to explain how economic events affected presidential elections.  He regularly updates the model and it is often used to predict the outcome of future elections.

According to Fair’s model, if the country experiences more economic growth in the four years prior to the election, the political party in power receives more votes.  When Ronald Reagan was reelected in 1984, the economy grew at an annual rate of 5.6 percent.  When Bill Clinton was reelected in 1996, economic growth was 2.7 percent.  Economic growth during George W. Bush’s administration is less 2 percent, but the recession at the beginning of his administration didn’t help.

Fair’s model indicates that economic good news increases the chances that the political party in power is reelected.  His model includes a variable that measures the number of quarters during the current administration that the economy grew more than 3.2 percent per year.  When Reagan ran for reelection, 8 of the 16 quarters had a growth rate greater than 3.2 percent.  Prior to Clinton’s reelection, the economy grew faster than 3.2 percent in 4 of the 16 quarters.  When Al Gore ran against George W. Bush in 2000, economic growth exceeded the 3.2 percent in 7 out of 16 quarters during Clinton’s last term as president.  Alas, so far during President George W. Bush’s first term, economic growth has exceeded 3.2 percent in only one quarter.

Inflation reduces the chances that the political party in power is reelected.  Reagan was reelected in 1984 even though inflation grew by more than 5 percent.  Clinton was reelected when inflation grew around 2 percent.  George W. Bush’s first term has been characterized with low inflation as prices grew at 1.7 percent.

In Fair’s model an incumbent receives more votes.  Republican presidential candidates get more votes than their Democratic opponents, everything else equal.  The longer a political party controls the presidency, the more likely it loses the next election.  This result may explain why the first George Bush lost the presidency to Clinton in 1992 - - the White House was controlled by Republicans for 12 years.

To capture international affairs, Fair’s model includes a variable indicating whether the U.S. was at war.  He controls for the effects that the world wars had on the elections in 1920, 1944, and 1948.  In those elections, the model predicts that the political party in power is reelected.  However, his war variable does not control for the effects of the Korean or Vietnam, wars, Desert Storm, and the ongoing conflict in Afghanistan and Iraq.  

His model isn’t perfect.  The first George Bush was predicted to defeat Clinton with 51 percent of the votes.  However, Clinton won the election with 54 percent of the votes.  In 2000, Al Gore was supposed to get only 48.9 percent of the votes.  But Gore received 50.2 percent of the popular vote, while George W. Bush won in the Electoral College.

Whatever the outcome, something remarkable will happen on November 2.  Continuing the tradition since John Adams was elected as the second president in 1797, our country will undergo another peaceful change in government with no armed rebellion in the streets and no tanks in the city square.  Despite the failings of some elected officials and growing concerns about income equity, this resilient and remarkable democracy has a constitutional federal government that is a powerful engine of economic growth. 
