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I. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this paper is to give an in-depth analysis of the in
fluence of economic conditions on government popularity in the 
Federal Republic of Germany and the United States.

Popularity functions may serve three main purposes:
(1) They constitute a crucial link in politico-economic models, 

showing the influence of the economic sector on the political sec
tor. The popularity index is the best and only current indicator for 
the government indicating its reelection chances. As the govern
ment is aware of the impact of economic conditions on its populari
ty with the voters and therewith its reelection chances, it tries to im
prove the state of the economy before elections in order to stay in 
power. The possibility for, and the existence of, such ‘political 
business cycles’ are described elsewhere.1

(2) Popularity functions reveal individual preferences with 
respect to macro-economic variables. The estimates empirically 
derived may be given a welfare interpretation.
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(3) Popularity functions may be used by outside observers to 
forecast future election outcomes. Such an indirect procedure is, of 
course, only sensible if there is better information available about 
likely future economic conditions.

(4) In the US context it has been argued that a President’s cur
rent popularity is an important factor of his relationship with Con
gress. A low Presidential popularity leads to high Congress op- 
positon and a high Presidential popularity has the opposite effect.2

Depending on which purpose is intended, popularity functions 
should be constructed and econometrically (politometrically) tested 
in a different way. If, for example, popularity functions are intend
ed for short run forecasting, an elaborate autoregressive element 
may prove to be most useful. If, on the other hand, the popularity 
function is part of a politico-economic model, the emphasis should 
lie on a well developed causal structure of relationships.

The empirical results for popularity functions provided in the 
following have been constructed and empirically estimated with the 
prime purpose of inclusion into politico-economic models. Accor
dingly, an effort has been made to capture the influence of specific 
macro-economic variables on government popularity as precisely as 
possible.

This paper stresses empirical results and mostly refers to the 
popularity of the government. The popularity of individual parties 
in a government coalition is considered in a few cases only. The 
underlying model of individual voters’ behaviour is not treated 
here.3 However, an effort is made not to undertake estimation 
without theory. The basic framework of the ‘economic theory of 
politics’ or ‘public choice’ should always be visible.

Emphasis is put on the following five aspects of popularity func
tions:

(1) A clear identification and separation of economic and non
economic factors by appropriately specifying the estimation func
tion and variables introduced. In particular, the popularity level of 
each government and its depreciation over time turns out to be of 
great importance.

(2) With respect to macro-economic influences on popularity, it 
is examined whether the population considers only current 
economic variables as published in government statistics and 
reported in the media, whether they compare it to their recent level 
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and trend, or whether they use expected values. It is analysed 
whether economic variables such as income tax receipts, govern
ment expenditures, the balance of payments, etc. exert any in
fluence on government popularity over and above those of the 
‘traditional’ variables; inflation, unemployment and income 
growth.

(3) The differential effect of changes of economic conditions on 
popularity according to income classes and party affiliation is 
studied.

(4) The effect of time lags is analysed, giving an indication about 
whether voters are solely or mainly concerned with current 
economic conditons or whether they take into account the recent 
past.

(5) It is investigated whether the parameters estimated are 
reasonably stable over different time periods. As already indicated, 
the results are compared among four countries.

Part II of this paper gives an extensive analysis of the German 
popularity function with special emphasis on the additional 
economic variables mentioned above and the impact of time lags. 
Part III makes a corresponding study of the popularity of 
American presidents, with a breakdown of the popularity function 
according to income groups and party identification. Part IV offers 
concluding remarks.

A POPULARITY FUNCTION FOR GERMANY

Background

The period covered extends from 1950/1 (first quarter) to 1960/3 
(third quarter). In these twenty-seven years there were eight elec
tions (including 1949) for the Bundestag (parliament of the Federal 
Republic). The results in terms of the share of votes and of seats are 
shown in Table 1.

The Table shows that the share of votes and seats of the 
Christian-Democrats continually grew from 1949 to 1957, while 
that of the Social Democrats grew from 1949 to 1972, and 
thereafter remained roughly constant. The shares of the small Free 
Democrats tend to fall. The CDU had an absolute majority in both 
votes and seats in the legislative period 1957-1961.
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TABLE 1
Votes and Shares in the German Bundestag, 1949-1976 

(Percentage shares of the three major parties)

Parties

Election date Christian-Democratic
Union and Christian
Social Union
CDU / CSU

Social-Democratic
Party
SPD

Free Democratic
Party
FDP

1949 votes
seats

31.0
34.6

29.2
32.6

11.9
12.9

1953 votes
seats

45.2
49.9

28.2
31.0

9.5
9.8

1957 votes
seats

50.2
54.4

31.8
34.0

7.7
8.2

1961 votes
seats

45.3
48.5

36.2
38.0

12.8
13.5

1965 votes
seats

47.6
49.4

39.3
40.7

9.5
9.9

1969 votes
seats

46.1
48.8

42.7
45.2

5.8
6.0

1972 votes
seats

44.9
45.3

45.8
46.4

8.4
8.3

1976 votes

seats

48.6

49.0
42.6

43.1

7.9

7.9

Source: Dieter Nohlen, Wahlsysteme der Welt, Piper (Munich and Zurich 1978), 
Tables A3 and A4, pp. 386-387.
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Over the period covered, there were four ideological types of 
government:

1949/1—1957/4 and
1962/1—1966/4
1958/1—1961/4
1967/1—1969/4
1970/1—1976/4

coalition between CDU and several small parties (FDP, 
GB, BHE) abbreviated as CDU/o.p.;
coalition between CDU and the Deutsche Partei DP;
a ‘Grand Coalition’ between CDU and SPD;
government dominated by the SPD (coalitions with the 
FDP).

Figure 1 shows the development of government popularity, and 
Figures 2 and 3 that of economic conditions as represented by the 
rate of unemployment, the rate of inflation, and the growth in per 
capita real income.

The Influence of Economic 
and Non-economic Factors

Table 2 gives ordinary least squares estimation results using 107 
quarterly observations. Equation (1) concentrates solely on the in
fluence of economic variables, i.e. rates of inflation (in per cent), 
unemployment (in per cent), and growth rate of disposable real in
come (in per cent).4 Equation (2) uses only ‘political’ (i.e. ‘basic’ 
popularity level) variables for the government coalitions 
distinguished above, and equation (3) finally shows their joint in
fluence.

A popularity function including economic variables, only, 
statistically explains a low share of the variance (R2 = 0.31). The 
low Durbin-Watson coefficient (D.W. = 0.81) points to the ex
istence of serial correlation of residuals, suggesting that equation 
(1) is misspecified. The same is true when popularity is accounted 
for only by level-variables, reflecting purely ‘political’ factors con
nected with each government (equation 2). A joint consideration of 
both economic and ‘political’ determinants yields clearly superior 
results. The statistically explained share of the variance rises to 83 
per cent and the Durbin-Watson coefficient of 1.82 suggests 
absence of serial correlation. Both the rate of inflation and 
unemployment have a statistically significant impact on government



FIGURE 1
Government Popularity in Germany, 1950-1976 (percentage share)
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FIGURE 2
Economic Conditions in Germany: Rate of Inflation, 1950-1976
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FIGURE 3 
Economic Conditions in Germany: Rate of Unemployment and 

Growth Rate of Real Disposable Income, 1950-1976
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TABLE 2
The Separate and Joint Influence of Economic and Non-economic 

Variables on Government Popularity. Germany, 1950/1-1976/3

eq. constant
economic variables political variables test statistics

inflation 
%

unemployment growth of 
real incare

popularity levels
SPD/FDPCDU/o.p. CDU/DP CDU/SPD R2 D.W. d.f.

1. 56.43
(13.02)

-1.17**
(-3.01)

-0.80
(-1.78)

0.02
(0.28) 0.31 0.81 103

2. 58.03**
(42.82)

49.61**
(30.94)

91.00**
(32.61)

55.70**
(19.41) 0.75 1.02 103

3. -0.71**
(-3.57)

-0.82*
(-2.19)

0.31
(0.96)

57.99**

(48.47)
52.56**

(37.21)

90.27**

(55.43)
54.89**
(33.92) 0.83 1.82 100

The figures in parentheses give the t-values; two asterisks (one asterisk) indicate that the respective coeffi- 
cients are statistically significant at the 99% (95%) level of security (one sided). R is the share of the vari
ance accounted for by the respective equation (squared correlation coefficient, corrected for degrees of freedom 
d.f.); D.w. indicates the Durbin - Watson coefficient.
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popularity. A rise in the rate of inflation by one percentage 
point (e.g. from 2 to 3 per cent p.a.) decreases ceteris paribus the 
popularity of the government by 0.71 percentage points (e.g. from 
50.71 to 50 per cent). An increase in unemployment of one percen
tage point leads to a popularity decline of 0.82 percentage points. 
Over the period considered, a change in the real rate of growth does 
not have a significant effect on popularity, but it should be noted 
that the t-value of the respective coefficient (t = 0.96) rises strong
ly compared to equation (1) (where t = 0.28).

The popularity levels accounting for the differential political ap
peal of the parties in power are significantly different from zero. 
For obvious reasons, the basic popularity level of the two large par
ties combined in the ‘Grand Coalition’ is much higher (90.27 per 
cent) than that for other governments (where the popularity level is 
around 55 per cent). The popularity levels of the various govern
ments also differ significantly from each other. Taking the lowest 
popularity level, i.e. the CDU/DP with 52.56 per cent, as the point 
of reference, the difference in basic popularity compared to the 
CDU/o.p. government is significant with a t-value of 2.84, with 
respect to the CDU/SPD government t = 11.49, and to the 
SPD/FDP government t = 2.93.

These results indicate that in Germany, over the period con
sidered, the various government coalitions had a different 
‘political’ appeal to the voters, irrespective of economic influences. 
A correctly specified popularity function has to account for this 
factor; it is necessary to jointly consider economic and political in
fluences on popularity.

The estimates presented in Table 2 cover almost twenty-seven 
years. It may be argued that during this long period there occurred 
shifts in voters’ reactions to changes in economic conditions. As is 
shown in Figure 2, economic conditions have strongly changed 
(unemployment has steadily decreased up to 1973, inflation has 
steadily increased), so that the electorate may have changed its 
evaluation of government in this respect accordingly. There are two 
ways to account for this possible shift in evaluation:

(i) The economic variables taken as determinants of government 
popularity are taken as deviations from their level in the recent 
past. This reflects a situation where voters have become accustom
ed to a prior ‘base’;



TABLE 3
The Influence of Adjusted Economic Variables on 
Government Popularity. Germany, 1950/1-1976/3

Po
pu

la
rit

y 
Fu

nc
tio

ns

adjusted economic variables political variables 
popularity levels

test statistics

eq. inflation

IA

unemployment growth of 
real income 

gyra
CDU/o.p. CDU/DP CDU/SPD SPD/DFG R D.W. d.f.

4. -0.76** -0.91** 0.50 54.59*^' 47.91** 86.57** 52.36**
(-3.39) (-3.72) (1.73) (65.96) (34.08) (62.97) (49.25) 0.96 1.93 100
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(ii) a shorter time period is selected.
These two approaches are analysed in turn.

Population’s Adjustment 
of Past Performance

The hypothesis is advanced that the electorate gets used to a past 
level of the economic variables and evaluates the government’s per
formance relative to this benchmark. New economic variables are 
constructed which are defined as deviations between the current 
value and the average value of the respective variable over the last 
legislative period. The correspondingly adjusted economic 
variables lA, uA and GYRA are used as explanatory factors in the 
estimate reproduced in Table 3.

The statistical properties of the estimate are quite satisfactory 
(R2 = 0.96, D.W. = 1.93). The adjusted rates of inflation and 
of unemployment are highly significant. The estimated coefficients 
of the adjusted inflation and unemployment variables (equation 4) 
are of a similar size to those of the respective non-adjusted 
variables (equation 3). Adjusted real income growth is again 
statistically insignificant at the 95 per cent level, but, as before, the 
t-value rises strongly compared to the previous equation. It may be 
concluded that transforming the variable in this fashion does not 
have a dramatic effect on the popularity function estimates.

The Influence of a Change in Time Periods 
and Between Parties in Government

In order to account for possible shifts in the evaluation of govern
ment performance the period 1950 to 1977 is broken into two 
subsets:

(1) 1950 to 1966 in which the government was dominated by the 
Christian-Democratic party, with Adenauer and Erhard as 
chancellors;

(2) 1970 to 1977 in which the government was dominated by the 
Social-Democratic party with Brandt and Schmidt as chancellors.
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TABLE 4 
Popularity Functions for the Period of Christian-Democratic 

Rule. Germany, 1950/1-1966/4, quarterly data

eq. dependent 

variable

economic variables non-econcmic variables test statistics

rate of 

inflation

o "o

rate of 

unem
ployment

%

growth 

rate of 
real dispo
sable 
income

o "o

popularity level

trend
variable

R2 D.W. d.f.
CDU/o.p. CDU/DP

5. government 
popularity

-0.82**

(-4.81)
-0.81**

(-4.02)
0.56*
(2.07)

54.58**
(46.07)

44.09**
(23.42)

-0.04
(-1.56) 0.76 1.84 62

6. popularity of
’the Christian-

Democratic
-0.63**

(-4.03)
-1.31**

(-4.36)
0.63**
(2.84)

43.70**
(48.50)

45.03**

(46.90)
0.16**
(6.58) 0.83 1.96 62

party



TABLES
Popularity Functions for the Period of Social-Democratic Rule. 

Germany, 1970/1-1977/4, quarterly data

economic variables popularity level

• SPD
test statistics

eq. dependent 

variable
rate of

inflation

rate of 

unem- 
ploynent

%

growth 

rate of 
real dispo

sable 

income
%

R2 D.W. d.f.

7. government 
popularity

-0.36
(-1.25)

-0.87**

(-3.10)
0.43
(1.90)

51.10**
(17.16) 0.55 1.60 28

8. popularity 
of Social- 

Democratic 

party

-0.63
(-1.51)

-1.20**

(-3.69)

0.89**
(3.44)

46.05**

(13.35) 0.76 1.73 28

Frey and Schneider
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As the government over the periods indicated were clearly 
associated with the CDU and the SPD respectively, it is not only 
analysed how economic conditions affect government popularity, 
but also the popularity of the dominant party.

Tables 4 and 5 show the empirical estimates for the two 
subperiods. The popularity functions established perform par
ticularly well for the period of CDU-governments. All the coeffi
cients are statistically significant. This also applies to the time trend 
in equation (6) which captures the very significant continuous rise 
in the popularity of the Christian-Democratic party. This increase 
occurred at the expense of the smaller parties in the government 
coalition, resulting in a not significant negative trend of govern
ment popularity as a whole (see equation 5). As for the economic 
variables, a one percentage point increase in the rate of inflation 
decreases both government and CDU popularity by about —0.7 
(-0.63 and -0.82 respectively) percentage points; and a one 
percentage point increase in the growth of real income raises 
government and CDU popularity by about 0.6 (0.56 and 0.63, 
respectively) percentage points. There is a major difference with 
respect to unemployment: The CDU suffers a much higher 
popularity loss (-1.31 per cent) than the government as a whole 
-0.81 per cent) when the rate of unemployment increases by one 
percentage point. Overall it seems that the population makes the 
Christian-Democratic party, the dominant coalition party, respon
sible for the state of the economy in the period considered.

The popularity functions for the period of SPD-governments are 
statistically less satisfactory with respect to the share of the 
variance explained, the Durbin-Watson coefficient, and the 
number of significant parameters. The population does not seem to 
make the government responsible for the rise in inflation brought 
about by the dramatic oil price increases of the OPEC-cartel; infla
tion does not have a significant effect on popularity of the govern
ment or the Social-Democratic Party. The economic variables dif
fer markedly in their effect on the popularity of the government (a 
coalition between the Social-Democrats and the Free Democrats) 
and of the Social-Democratic party. This may be due to the fact 
that the Free Democrats are considered by voters to have quite a 
strong position in government, e.g. they occupy the positions of 
vice-chancellor, and certain key ministries: foreign affairs, 
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economics and agriculture. A comparison of the estimates of equa
tions (7) and (8) shows in particular that the SPD loses more 
popularity than the government as a whole when the rate of 
unemployment increases (-1.20 compared to -0.87 percentage 
points). However, the Social Democrats also benefit strongly when 
the growth rate of real disposal income rises: a one percentage 
point increase lifts their popularity in a statistically highly signifi
cant way by 0.89 percentage points. The population thus seems to 
hold the Social-Democratic party mainly responsible for full 
employment and income growth.

The Influence of Additional Economic Variables

In all the estimates presented so far the rate of unemployment has 
turned out to be statistically highly significant. This also applies to 
the rate of inflation for the overall period. German voters value full 
employment and price stability highly, a result which is in perfect 
accordance with intuitive notions, according to which the Germans 
are very averse to inflation and unemployment mainly due to the 
historical experience of the Weimar Republic which led to the rise 
of the Nazis.5 The growth of real income seems to be of somewhat 
less importance.

Besides those three ‘classical’ macro-economic variables there 
may be other economic factors influencing voters’ evaluation of 
government performance. In particular, they may react to both the 
quantity and quality of government services, as well as to the costs 
of providing them. It is extremely difficult to find time series data 
which adequately reflect the relevant aspects of the public supply of 
goods. The only quarterly data available are public expenditures 
for goods and services (in real terms) which, of course, measure the 
inputs in, and not the outputs of, government activity. Voters may 
also react to changes in government transfer payments. This is at 
least what many governments seem to assume when they hand out 
‘election presents’ in the form of direct transfers to voters, an ac
tivity many German governments have been actively engaged in.

The cost of public goods supply may be measured by per capita 
income taxes, assuming that there is a considerable amount of 
fiscal illusion6 in the sense that the burden of indirect taxes is felt 



Popularity Functions 63

less strongly than that of direct taxes.
The electorate may also be concerned about macro-economic 

variables such as the size of government debt — being an indicator 
for the fiscal responsibility of the government — and the state of 
the balance of payments.

The theoretical hypotheses are that an increase in government ex
penditures (both the supply of public goods and transfers) in
creases, and that a rise in income taxes decreases government 
popularity. A rise in government debt and in the deficit of the cur
rent balance of payments is a priori expected to decrease the 
popularity of the government. It is reasonable to assume that with 
respect to all these variables, voters have been accustomed to the 
prevailing level, and that they react to changes in them only. The 
additional variables (except the balance of payments) are therefore 
defined in terms of percentage growth rates (compared to the 
previous year).

Table 6 presents empirical estimates for the most recent periods 
in which there was a coalition of Social-Democrats and Free- 
Democrats.

Table 6 shows the estimated coefficients for two sets of estimates. 
Equation (9) gives the result for a popularity function without a 
lagged endogenous variable. It should be noted that there are few 
degrees of freedom7 (only 23): the estimate statistically explains a 
relatively low share of the variance (R2 = 0.48). As in the 
previous estimates for this period, the rate of unemployment and 
the growth in real income are statistically significant, while the rate 
of inflation is not. None of the additional economic variables exerts 
a statistically significant effect on government popularity; the 
respective t-values are quite low (they lie in the range 0.4 to 1.0).

Equation (10) is based on the premise that the current value of 
government popularity depends on its level in the recent past. Ac
cordingly, the popularity level in the last quarter has been included 
among the explanatory variables. As may be seen at once from 
Table 6, the size of the estimated coefficients differs but little. (Due 
to the lagged endogenous variable the t-value may be biased). This 
result applies quite generally to all popularity function estimates 
for Germany in the period considered.
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TABLE 6
The Influence of Various Macro-economic Variables on 

Government Popularity. Germany, 1970/2-1977/4

explanatory variables equations
(9) (10)

political variables

popularity level (constant) 52.08 44.43
lagged popularity level PDP^ - 0.18

(1.04)

economic variables

rate of inflation (%) -0.19 -0.19
(-0.94) (-0.99)

rate of unerrployment (%) -0.86** -0.79**
(-3.09) (-2.89)

growth rate of real disposable 0.41 0.41
income (%) (1.92) (1.96)

growth of government expenditures 0.08 0.09
for goods and services (%) (0.38) (0.43)

growth of government expenditures 0.47 0.48
for transfers (%) (0.94) (1.03)

growth of real income taxes (%) -0.20 -0.21
(-0.70) (-0.77)

change in government debt -0.37 -0.40
(-0.66) (-0.88)

balance of payments deficit -0.13 -0.15
(-0.51) (-0.74)

test statistics
-2R 0.48 0.50
D.W. 1.68 1.77
d.f. 23 22



Popularity Functions 65

The estimation results in Table 6 suggest that the additional 
macro-economic variables do not affect the population’s evalua
tion of government performance. This conclusion only applies to 
the aggregate level of popularity here considered. There can be little 
doubt that on a more micro-level, the supply of public goods, 
government transfers, and taxes strongly influences the voters. The 
results presented here indicate that a more disaggregated analysis is 
needed, and that possibility cross section data have to be used in 
order to be able to capture the political impact of these variables, 
especially in the marginal constituency.

The size of government debt and of the deficit in the balance of 
payments are macro-concepts with little or no meaning for the in
dividual voters. The estimates suggest that in Germany the popula
tion is little concerned with these goals, and as a whole that they do 
not judge the performance of the government relative to them.8

Analysis of the Voters’ Time Horizon

The estimates so far discussed were based on the assumption that 
voters have a very short memory. Essentially, they consider only 
the current state of the economy when they evaluate the govern
ments’ performance. Economic conditions in previous quarters or 
years of the election period do not seem to affect government 
popularity. This short memory may be attributed to various fac
tors:

(1) Voters take the current or most recent performance of the 
government as evidenced by economic conditions to be the most 
reliable indicator of its actions in future.

(2) Individuals assume that popularity survey questions aim at 
their immediate, short run, evaluation of the government. They 
may behave differently in elections.9

(3) The individuals bothered by pollsters may not make the ef
fort of seriously considering past economic conditions when they 
respond.
Table 7 presents estimates of the time lags involved, again for the 
most recent time period. In order to have sufficient degrees of 
freedom remaining, the influence of past values of the variable is 
considered for each of the three ‘classical’ variables in turn. Equa-
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TABLE 7 
Individual’s Memory of Past Economic Conditions. 

Germany, 1970/2-1977/4
eq. political economic variables test statistics

variable rate of rate of growth rate of
-2 inflation unemployment real disposable R D.W. d.f.

income

11. 58.43 1=0 -0.96*
(-2.47)

i=l -0.51
(-0.79)

i=2 -0.42
(-0.64)

1=3 -0.34
(-0.69)

iM -0.93
(-1.47)

1=5 0.47
(0.23)

1=6 0.45
(0.34)

1=7 0.23
(0.08)

1=8 0.39
(0.41)

-1.99* 0.53*
(-2.64) (2.51)

12. 69.43 -0.84* i=0 -3.60**
(-2.23) (-2.71)

1=1 -1.46
(-0.79)

1=2 -0.75
(-1.43)

i=3 -0.79
(-0.87)

1=4 -0.28
(-0.15)

i=5 -0.30
(-0.41)

1=6 -0.47
(-0.52)

1=7 -0.51
(-0.55)

1=8 -0.46
(-0.49)

0.67**
(2.70) 0.78 1.89 20

13. 48.51 -0.62
(-1.94)

-0.98* i=0 0.54*
(-2.21) (2.59) 0.65 1.68 20

i=l 0.51
(1.84)

1=2 0.43
(1.06)

1=3 0.44
(0.76)

1=4 0.33
£0.59)

i=5 0.36
(0.51)

1=6 0.41
(0.61)

i=7 0.32
(0.47)

1=8 0.47
(0.68) 
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tion (11), for example, presents the estimated coefficients (and the 
corresponding t-values) for

POPt = « + *S /?t — i It — i + 7 Ut + ^GYRt + et, 
i=o

where«, ,#are the parameters and € the error term.
The estimates presented in Table 7 confirm theoretical expecta

tions. When interpreting the table, it should be noted that there are 
less degrees of freedom (20). The lagged values of all the three 
variables considered have no significant effect on current populari
ty. The t-values attached to the lagged coefficients are extremely 
low, most of them are in the vicinity of 0.5. Germans do not seem 
to consider past economic conditions when they evaluate govern
ment performance in popularity surveys.

The formulation using an elaborate lag structure makes all three 
macro-economic variables considered in the current time period 
statistically significant. There is, however, multicollinearity bet
ween the lagged values of the respective variables, possibly leading 
to biased parameter estimates and test statistics. At least in the case 
of inflation and growth, the coefficients lie in a narrow range: an 
increase in inflation by one percentage point reduces government 
popularity by 0.62 to 0.96 percentage points; an increase in real in
come growth raises popularity by 0.53 to 0.67 percentage points.

POPULARITY FUNCTIONS FOR THE UNITED STATES

Background

In the period considered extending from 1953 (second quarter) to 
1976 (third quarter) it is useful to differentiate the following 
Presidential administrations:

1953/1—1956/4 Eisenhower (first term)
1957/1—1960/4 Eisenhower (second term)
1961/1—1963/2 Kennedy
1963/3—1968/4 Johnson



FIGURE 4
The Popularity of American Presidents, 1953-1976
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1969/1—1973/3 Nixon (first and unfinished second term) 
1973/3—1976/3 Ford

These Presidents experienced the following movements of their 
popularity with the voters (see Figure 4).

The Separate and Joint Influence 
of Economic and Non-economic Variables

In the United States, it is a well known experience that Presidents 
suffer a continuous popularity loss over the term in office.10 
Besides the specific popularity level of each President capturing his 
personal appeal to the voters, it is necessary to introduce a dummy 
variable accounting for this ‘autonomous depreciation’ in 
popularity, which is defined to be unrelated to economic condi
tions. It is defined to take a steadily increasing value (e.g. in the 
case of President Eisenhower’s first terms, the dummy variable 
takes the values 1, 2, 3,.. .for the period 1954/1 to 1956/2). An 
autonomous popularity loss is thus expected a priori to result in a 
negative estimated coefficient. The dramatic popularity loss of Nix
on due to the Watergate scandal well visible in Figure 1 is captured 
by a special ‘Watergate’ dummy variable, which takes the values 1, 
3, 5, 5, 5 over the period 1973/2 to 1974/2, and is otherwise zero. 
(Testing has shown that alternative values for the depreciation 
variables do not affect the results). Table 8 shows the estimates 
with quarterly data for the overall period 1953 to 1976.

The economic factors alone statistically explain 70% of the 
variance; the non-economic factors 82%; and both factors together 
87%. If only economic variables are included (equation 14) the 
popularity function is misspecified; the Durbin-Watson coefficient 
indicates serial correlation of residuals, and the rate of unemploy
ment and the growth rate of real disposable income have a 
statistically insignificant sign. Equation (15) shows "that the 
popularity levels and the variable accounting for popularity 
depreciation are statistically significant, but that the Durbin- 
Watson coefficient is low.



TABLE 8 
The Influence of Economic and Non-economic Variables on 

Presidential Popularity.
United States, 1953/2-1976/3, quarterly data.

%

economic variables con- non - econonic variables test statistics

infla- unem- growth
stant popularity level popularity depreciations Water- R^ D.W. d.f.

eq. tion ploy- rate of term
Eisen- Eisen- Kenne- Jchn- Nixon Ford Eisen- Kenne- Nixon gate

% ment real hewer howsr dy son hewer dy/
(t-1) i disposable I II Jchn-

income son

14 -2.19**
(-2.87)

-0.91
(-0.68)

0.08 
(0.51)

71.56
(10.19) - - - -

15 - - - - 66.3** 
(32.9)

57.0**
(24.9)

81.5**
(44.8)

76.2**
(35.4)

16 -1.58**
(-2.89)

-4.07**
(-6.44)

0.52*
(2.19) - 86.1**

(24.6)
82.9**

(19.0)
108.6**
(23.7)

99.7**
(23.9)

- - - - - - 0.70 1.19 90

66.3**
(24.7)

48.6**
(19.4)

0.43*
(2.13)

-1.81**
(-9.84)

-1.29**
(-3.73)

-7.64**
(-9.70)

0.82 1.26 84

86.2**
(21.3)

97.5**
(11.1)

0.46**
(2.91)

-2.06**
(-9.91)

-0.26
(-0.86)

-5.24**
(-6.31)

0.87 1.61 81
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Only equation (16), which includes both the influence of 
economic and non-economic determinants, is satisfactory from the 
statistical point of view. This suggests the importance of consider
ing economic factors jointly with ‘political’ factors. According to 
equation (15), a one percentage point rise in the rate of inflation 
decreases a President’s popularity ceteris paribus on average by 
1.58 percentage points. An increase in the rate of unemployment by 
one percentage point decreases Presidential popularity by 4.07 
percentage points. A one percentage point increase in the growth 
rate of real income raises government popularity by 0.52 percen
tage points. Kennedy has had the highest, and Eisenhower (in his 
second term) the lowest popularity level. The depreciation variables 
of Eisenhower’s first and second term, and of Kennedy and 
Johnson, are collapsed into one because they do not differ 
significantly.11 All depreciation parameters differ from zero in a 
statistically significant way, except for Nixon in his first term. The 
positive sign of the coefficient relating to Eisenhower contradicts 
theoretical expectations: he is the only President who became more 
popular (on non-economic grounds) during his terms. Presidents 
Kennedy and Johnson experienced a marked autonomous 
popularity fall during their time in office. As expected, the 
dramatic popularity loss of Nixon due to Watergate is well born out 
by the estimate for the dummy variable.

The United States is (as far as we know) the only country for 
which there are available reliable monthly economic data for a suf
ficiently long time period. Table 9 shows the corresponding 
estimates.
Equation (17) in Table 9 shows the monthly estimates with all three 
major macro-economic variables included. It corresponds to equa
tion (16) of Table 8 but relates to a more recent time period 
(1969-1976 compared to 1953-1976). The rate of inflation and the 
growth of real income exert a statistically significant effect on 
Presidential popularity. A one percentage point increase in infla
tion decreases the President’s popularity. A one percentage point 
increase in inflation decreases the President’s popularity by -1.36 
percentage points; an increase in the growth rate of real income by 
one percentage point raises its popularity by 1.08 percentage 
points. As there is some multicollinearity between the economic 
variables included,12 the statistical significance and size of a pair of



TABLE 9 
Presidential Popularity Function, United States, 1969/4-1976/9, 

monthly data

economic variables non-economic variables test statistics

eq. rate of 
inflation

rate of
unemployment

growth rate 
of real 
disposable ' 
income

%

popularity level popularity 
depreciation

% %
Nixon Ford
first
and
second
term

Nixon Ford
first
term

Water
gate

R2 D.W. d.f.

17. -1.36** 
(-2.90)

-1.92
(-1.75)

1.08*

(2.25)

61.82** 71.46**

(14.02) (9.06)
-0.28* -2.46**
(-2.27)(-2.56)

-3.12**
(-8.66) 0.92 1.68 82

18. -1.88** 
(-4.09)

-3.68**
(-4.28)

84.20** 99.87**
(11.61) (14.41)

-0.28* -2.23*
(-2.31)(-2.54)

-2.91**
(-7.43) 0.91 1.69 83

19. -1.17**
(-2.89)

0.94*
(2.45)

51.89** 62.48**
(9.48) (9.07)

-0.36**-3.49**
(-3.77)(-3.08)

-3.49**
(-9.06) 0.82 1.59 83
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two among them taken alone is tested in equations (18) and (19). 
According to this procedure, all three economic variables have a 
statistically significant effect on Presidential popularity. In par
ticular, the coefficient of the rate of unemployment turns out to be 
of large size and to be significantly different from zero. A one 
percentage point increase in the rate of unemployment depresses 
popularity by -3.68 percentage points.

The non-economic variables shown in Table 9 are all statistically 
significant. In particular, both Nixon’s popularity in his first term 
and Ford’s popularity decreased significantly while they were in of
fice. Even more marked is Nixon’s popularity fall due to the 
Watergate affair.

Presidential Popularity According to Administrations

The time period considered in Table 8 (1953-1976) may be broken 
up according to which Presidents were in power. Three subperiods 
are differentiated:

(a) The Republican Eisenhower administration (two terms), 
1953/1—1960/4;

(b) The Democratic Kennedy/Johnson administration, 
1961/1—1968/4;

(c) The Republican Nixon/Ford administration, 1969/1—1976/3.

The non-economic level variables accounting for the special voter 
appeal of each President refers to each President mentioned above 
(in the case of Eisenhower, the first level variable refers to the first 
term, the second to the second term). The popularity depreciation 
is taken to apply jointly to the three Presidential administrations 
mentioned above. (Due to an insufficient number of observations 
for Ford, the depreciation of the last administration refers to Nixon 
only.)

The estimation results are given in Table 10.

The popularity function estimates give statistically excellent results 
for the last two subperiods of Kennedy/Johnson and Nixon/Ford.



TABLE 10 
Popularity Functions for Three Presidential Administrations. 

United States, 1953/2-1976/3, quarterly data

eq. administration economic variables non-eoonomic variables test statistics

rate of 
inflation

%

rate of 
unemploy
ment

%

growth of 
real 
disposable 
income

%

popularity level joint 
popularity 
deprecia
tion

Water

gate R2 D.W. d.f.
first
president

second
president

20. Eisenhower -0.17 -3.30* 0.47 80.03** 73.40** 0.31
(1953/2 - 

1960/4)
21. Kennedy/Johnson

(-0.20)

-2.66*

(-2.49)

-5.40**

(1.84)

1.84**

(10.06)

89.50**

(8.40)

82.10**

(1.75)

-1.78**

0.69 1.73 25

(1961/2 -
1968/4)

22. Nixon/Ford

(-2.58)

-2.19*

(-2.94)

-3.96**

(3.06)

0.61*

(13.06)

74.07*

(11.48)

92.48**

(-8.43)

-0.60** -5.62**

0.95 1.79 25

(1969/2 -
1976/3)

(-2.42) (-4.90) (2.38) (9.48) (10.64) (-2.90) (-8.02) 0.92 1.72 23
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Equation (20) for the two terms of the Eisenhower administration 
are less satisfactory, only 69 per cent of the variance being explain
ed and only one of the economic variables, unemployment, exer
ting a statistically significant effect on Presidential popularity.

In the latter two subperiods, all three macro-economic factors af
fect the President’s popularity in a significant way. A comparison 
of equations (21) and (22) shows, that during the Democratic ad
ministration of Kennedy and Johnson, voters reacted more strong
ly to changes in economic conditions than under the Republican 
Presidency of Nixon and Ford. This applies particularly to the full 
employment and growth goals. A percentage point increase in the 
rate of unemployment decreases Democratic Presidential populari
ty by -5.40 percentage points under Kennedy/Johnson against 
- 3.96 percentage points under Nixon/Ford. An increase in the real 
growth rate of income raises popularity by 1.84 percentage points 
under Kennedy/Johnson, and by 0.61 percentage points under Nix
on/Ford. There is some weak evidence that voters make 
Democratic Presidents somewhat more responsible, when employ
ment and growth change in an unwanted direction.13

Population’s Adjustment to Past and Expected 
Presidential Performance

It may (as in the German case) be analyzed whether popularity can 
be better explained when voters’ adjustment to prevailing economic 
conditions is taken into account, i.e. when they evaluate the 
government’s performance relative to what can be expected, given 
the general state of the economy. Data for the United States allow 
us to test this proposition with two different formulations:

(a) It is assumed that the electorate takes the past state of the 
economy (as given by average conditions over the preceding 
Presidential election period) as their point of reference;

(b) It is assumed that expected conditions with respect to the 
three macro-economic variables (which are empirically measured 
by public opinion surveys) are taken as the point of reference. 
Table 11 presents the estimation results, with equation (23) using 
the difference between the actual and past values, and equation (24) 
using the difference between the actual and expected value, of



TABLE 11
The Influence of Adjusted Economic Variables on 

Presidential Popularity. United States 
1954/1-1971/2, half-yearly data

adjusted economic variables non-econcmic variables test statistics

popularity level popularity depreciation

type of rate of rate of growth Eisen- Kennedy/ Nixon Eisen- Kennedy/ -2Nixon R D.W. d. f.
eq. adjust- in- unem- rate of hower Johnson first hower Johnson first

mant of flation ploy- real first and term first and term
economic % ment disposable second second
variables % income term term

%

23. relative to -1.86* -1.98* 0.56* 64.08** 76.03** 72.09** -0.44 -4.36** -3.17** n -T 0, _ .... 0.77 2.26 27

past
(-2.09) (-2.07) (2.07) (19.15) (15.06) (11.02) (-1.21) (-3.72) (-2.94)

conditions

74. relative to -3.50** -9.47* 0.58 66.20** 84.39** 66.03** -0.45 -5.13** -3.02*

(3.00) (-2.49) (1.79) (22.31) (29.08) (11.81) (-1.39) (-9.99) (-2.68) 0.85 2.27 27
expected
future
conditions
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economic variables as explanatory variables. The estimates are in 
this case based on half-yearly data, because the surveys on 
economic expectations are undertaken twice a year only.

The period covered comprises seven years of Eisenhower’s, the 
complete period of Kennedy and Johnson’s, and two years of Nix
on’s Presidency. The economic variables exert (with one exception) 
a statistically significant effect on popularity. The size of the coeffi
cients relating to employment and growth are similar to those 
reached without adjustment of the economic variables — though 
the influence of inflation is somewhat more marked than in the 
estimates shown in the preceding tables. Unemployment seems to 
be judged by voters relative to expected future conditions.

It may well be that the data collected on future expectations are 
not sufficently reliable to be used in a popularity function. In com
parison, using past economic conditions as a point of reference 
gives sensible results, quite in line with estimates taking non
adjusted economic variables.

Popularity Functions According to Income Classes

The Gallup opinion poll data used in this study break the Presiden
tial popularity series down according to income classes. This allows 
us to analyse the hypotheses that higher income groups value price 
stability relative to full employment differently to low income 
groups. It is theoretically expected that higher income recipients are 
more concerned about inflation because they are more seriously af
fected by it (e.g. their money holdings depreciate in value, there is 
increased uncertainty about property values). Unemployment is a 
less serious problem for upper groups because in general they enjoy 
higher job security. Low income recipients are most concerned with 
unemployment because they are much more in danger of being 
dismissed and of having to incur the cost of finding a new job 
(search and mobility cost, costs of uncertainty). As nominal wage 
rates are expected to reflect inflationary movements quite closely 
and automatically, and the lower income groups have little proper
ty to be concerned about they do not attach as much importance to 
price stability.14



TABLE 12
Presidential Popularity According to Income Classes. 

United States, 1969/4-1976/9, monthly data

eq.

income 
class 
$ p.a.

economic
variables

non-economic variables test statistics

popularity 
level

popularity 
depreciation

Water
gate

ä2 ■ D.W. d.f.

rate of
inflation

%

rate of

unem
ployment

%

Nixon 
first and 
second term

Ford Nixon
first term

Ford

25. 0 to -1.00 —4.44** 72.00** 87.51** -0.10 -1.94* -2.12**
2999 (-1.64) (-4.13) (13.82) (15.61) (-1.09) (-2.15) (-6.63) 0.84 1.74 83

26. 3000 to -1.16* -4.67** 74.57** 84.19** -0.06 -0.89 -2.19**
4999 (-2.19) (-4.50) (13.61) (14.40) (-0.94) (-1.24) (-6.51) 0.81 1.72 83

27. 5000 to -1.43* -4.29** 79.14** 96.51** -0.21* -1.43 -2.09**
6999 (-2.57) (-4.07) (14.34) (16.51) (-2.19) (-1.91) (-6.14) 0.82 1.68 83

28. 7000 to -2.26** -3.60** 86.04** 95.43** -0.20* -1.92* -2.46**
9999 (-3.92) (-3.38) (14.41) (15.43) (-2.21) (-2.53) (-7.09) 0.86 1.66 83

29. 10000 to -2.29** -2.56* 92.97** 109.41** -0.21* -2.41** -2.84**
14999 (-4.04) (-2.24) (16.02) (18.45) (-2.31) (-2.94) (-7.23) U ,03 1, /I 0 □

30. 15'000 and -2.60** -1.84 94.02** 116.51** -0.29* -2.09* -2.93** 1.68above (-4.70) (-1.71) (16.59) (19.82) (-2.43) (-2.20) (-7.89) 0.86 83
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The theoretical hypotheses advanced are tested with monthly 
data for the period 1969 to 1976 covering the Presidency of Nixon 
and Ford. As the growth rate of real income is highly correlated 
with the rate of unemployment income growth is not included 
among the explanatory variables in order to minimize possible 
biases in the estimated coefficients for inflation and unemploy
ment. The estimation results are given in Table 12.

The empirical estimates clearly support the theoretical hypotheses 
advanced. Table 12 shows that the size of the inflation coefficient 
continuously rises from - 1.00 (not significant) to -2.60 (signifi
cant at the 99% level) as we move from low to high income groups. 
The opposite movement holds for the unemployment coefficient. It 
continuously falls from - 4.44 (significant at 99%) to an insignifi
cant value of -1.84. High income recipients react more negatively 
to inflation and low income recipients to unemployment. This dif
ferential evaluation corresponds to their private interests.

Popularity Functions According 
to Party Affiliation

In line with previous empirical work15 Republican Presidents tend 
to ideologically value price stability highly compared to full 
employment, while Democratic Presidents tend to hold the reverse 
ranking. It may be hypothesized that this valuation corresponds to 
the preferences of their respective voters. Table 13 tests this 
hypothesis. The voters are grouped according to whether they con
sider themselves to be Republican or Democratic.16

The estimates reported show that Republican voters react more 
strongly to an increase in inflation, and less strongly to an increase 
in unemployment compared to Democratic voters. The coefficient 
relating to inflation is not even statistically significant. When the 
rate of unemployment rises by one percentage point, Republican 
voters react by reducing the support of the President in opinion 
surveys by -2.72 per cent, while Democrats reduce it by - 3.04 per cent.



TABLE 13 
Presidential Popularity According to Party Affiliation. 

United States, 1969/4-1976/9, monthly data

eq. party 
affiliation

economic variables non-ecoriomic variables test statistics

rate of
inflation

%

rate of

unemployment
%

popularity level

Nixon Ford
first and
second term

popularity 

tion
Nixon
first term

depreda-

Ford

Watergate
D.W. d.f.

31. Republican -1.41*
(-2.60)

-2.72*
(-2.09)

110.80**
(15.41)

115.94**
(16.01)

-0.06
(-1.07)

-1.33
(-1.22)

-2.69**
(-6.04) 0.91 1.84 83

32. Democratic -0.56
(-0.94)

-3.04*
(-2.29)

62.46**
(9.41)

95.49
(12.93)

-0.44**
(-3.39)

-3.88**
(-4.02)

-4.79**
(-6.95) 0.89 1.74 83
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

The empirical analysis undertaken in this paper suggests the follow
ing conclusions:

(1) Popularity functions are correctly specified only if they 
simultaneously include both economic and non-economic, i.e. 
‘political’ variables. Of these, the most important are the specific 
popularity level of governments (or Presidents), an autonomous 
decline in their popularity (United States, Australia), or a ‘pure 
political cycle’ capturing the typical U-shaped popularity move
ment in between election dates (United Kingdom).

(2) Macro-economic variables describing the general state of the 
economy exert a systematic influence upon popularity in both 
countries and all time periods dealt with in this paper.

(3) Of the economic variables, the rate of unemployment has by 
far the largest (negative) impact on government popularity, and it is 
consistently stastitically significant in all countries and periods. In 
comparison, an increase in the rate of inflation — except in Ger
many — decreases government popularity by a much smaller 
amount. The rate of growth of real income is the third macro- 
economic variable that has almost always a statistically significant 
effect on government popularity. However, the size of the effect is 
rather small in comparison to both unemployment and inflation in 
all countries and periods — the only exception again being Ger
many where the effect of a percentage change in the real growth 
rate in some estimates slightly exceeds the effect of a percentage 
change in the rate of growth of prices (inflation).

(4) At the level of aggregation used here, additional economic 
variables — such as government expenditures, taxes and the 
balance of payments — do not turn out to have a statistically 
significant effect on popularity.

(5) For Germany there is a notable difference in the effect of 
economic variables on government popularity as compared to the 
popularity of the dominant party in power. The Christian- 
Democratic Party CDU as well as the Social-Democratic Party 
SPD are subject to higher popularity loss than the government as a 
whole, when unemployment increases. The SPD is also made par
ticularly responsible for economic growth.

(6) The electorate seems to have a short memory, extending over 
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one or two quarters only, at least in Germany.
(7) At the level of analysis undertaken, it is not possible to find 

any strong indication that German and American voters evaluate 
the government’s performance relative to the recent past or ex
pected future state of the economy.

(8) High income recipients value price stability relatively more 
strongly than full employment; low income recipients value full 
employment relatively more compared to price stability (United 
States). This corresponds well with their interests, suggesting ra
tional behaviour.

(9) The parameters estimated are reasonably stable insofar as 
there are no sudden shifts between time periods. Within countries, 
the sign of the coefficients of the economic variables (and of the 
t-values) generally remains unchanged between different periods 
and for varying specifications of the popularity function.

Theoretical and empirical investigations of the popularity (and 
more generally, support) function undertaken here and elsewhere, 
suggest that future research would be most fruitfully concentrated 
on the following areas:

— a better understanding and specification of the non-economic 
influences;

— explicit studies of the influence of information, e.g. via the 
mass media and by propaganda (from various sources);

— a further disaggregation of the relationships between the state 
of the economy and the popularity of various political institu
tions (parties, government) with various subsections of the 
population;

— analyses of the output effects of government expenditures 
(especially in the form of the utility derived from the supply of 
public goods and infrastructure) on popularity;

— analyses at the micro-level of how far and concerning what 
economic topics the population makes the government respon
sible.

These and other problems can only be tackled fruitfully on the 
basis of a well developed theory describing the behaviour of all the 
actors involved; studying their interdependence, and taking explicit 
account of institutional conditions. This means that more extended 
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and disaggregated studies of popularity functions should be under
taken in the framework of a complete and explicit politico- 
economic model.
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