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NOTE: This is the draft of a second chapter of a book on the 2016 election, written in the 
framework and style of The Gamble. This chapter assumes a previous chapter laying out 
the basics of the book’s argument. Subsequent to this chapter would come chapters on 
the Democratic primary, the GOP primary, and the general election. The goal of this 
chapter is to lay out key fundamentals of the election and also anticipate themes or ideas 
that will be salient in later chapters. Some parts of this chapter have not been fully vetted 
by the entire author team, so blame Sides for all the mistakes. 
 
In the 1953 film The Wild One, a woman approaches Marlon Brando’s character, Johnny Stabler, 
the leader of a gang called the “Black Rebels Motorcycle Club” that had just rolled into town. 
She asks, “What are you rebelling against, Johnny?” His famous reply: “Whaddaya got?” 
 
Brando’s line—indeed, his entire persona, with his sideburns and black leather jacket—evoked 
something new and even dangerous. At a time when much of America was enjoying the new 
comforts of life in the suburbs and the convenience of the automobile, the television, and fast-
food restaurants, Johnny Stabler tapped into some sort of contempt or frustration—but even he 
couldn’t quite say what it was. 
 
As the presidential campaign got underway in 2015, most Americans weren’t wearing leather 
jackets or riding motorcycles. In fact, they were increasingly optimistic about the country’s 
economy, and more so than they had been for much of the past decade. But, in the minds of 
many observers, there was an inchoate rebelliousness among Americans that sounded an awful 
lot like “Whaddaya got?” 
 
Americans were said to be angry, anxious, fearful. They were said to “be poised for a major 
reset.”1 Some polls appeared to back up this characterization. In an October 2015 NBC 
News/Wall Street Journal poll, 69% of Americans agreed with this statement: “I feel angry 
because our political system seems to be working for the insiders with money and power like 
those on Wall Street or in Washington, rather than it working to help everyday people get 
ahead.” And 54% agreed that, “The economic and political systems in this country are stacked 
against people like me.” Between November 2015 and March 2016, the share of news stories 
about the presidential election that contained the word “angry” increased by 200 percent. 
 
“Voter anger” would be a common refrain throughout the campaign, and there clearly were signs 
of anger in the electorate in 2015. Most Americans were displeased with the direction of the 
country and distrustful of government. Their approval of Obama was middling at best. But there 
was not necessarily any more anger in the electorate than in recent years. Indeed, Obama was 
reelected in 2012 amid polling numbers that were supposed to presage a “reset” in 2016. 
 
Moreover, there were also signs of other, more positive sentiments. Americans felt far more 
favorably about the economy than they had during the presidential campaigns in 2008 or even 
2012. Indeed, they felt as favorably about the economy as they had in over 10 years. This 
optimism—quite underappreciated throughout 2015—reflected the slow but steady economic 
recovery after the recession and financial crisis of 2007-2009. 
 

																																																								
1 Todd, Chuck. 2015. “America: In Search of a Political Reset in 2016.” NBC News, November 
3, http://www.nbcnews.com/meet-the-press/america-search-political-reset-2016-n456216. 
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Put these facts together and what was most striking about Americans on the eve of the election 
year was not their diffuse “anger” but an unusual disjuncture: despite their optimism about the 
economy, they were distinctly less positive about the overall direction of the country and about 
their president, Barack Obama. This disjuncture suggests that Americans weren’t so much 
“angry” as ambivalent. They saw both good and bad in the country.  
 
For example, in that same October poll where a majority said they were “angry” about the 
political system, 58% agreed with this statement: “I feel cautiously optimistic about where things 
are headed. It is important to remember how bad the economy was just a few years ago. The 
economy is improving, more Americans now have health insurance and those with preexisting 
conditions are covered, more jobs are being created, and things seem to be gradually getting 
better.” Ultimately, “angry” got more headlines than “cautiously optimistic”—it always does—
but both are important for understanding the election. 
 
What was behind this disjuncture between how Americans viewed the economy and how they 
viewed the direction of the country as well as Obama himself? Many commentators focused the 
challenges facing working-class Americans and on their distinctive “anger.” But social class was 
not the crucial cleavage underlying attitudes toward the economy or Obama. Much more 
important was partisanship. Even as the recovery proceeded apace, Democrats and Republicans 
held divergent views of the economy and Obama.  
 
This helped to depress approval of Obama in particular. In an era where opposite partisans are 
increasingly unwilling to support the president except under extraordinary circumstances, it has 
become harder to gain some measure of bipartisan support, even when economic times are good. 
As of 2015 Obama had received less credit for the economic recovery than might be expected. 
“Voter anger” was a disproportionately Republican phenomenon. 
 
A second key factor was race. The Obama administration was not just eight years of a 
Democratic president, but also eight years of a black president. Obama’s impact on public 
opinion was profound. During his administration, Americans’ racial identity became a more 
potent force in public opinion. Gaps between the political opinions of whites and blacks were 
frequently larger than they had been in the past. Moreover, white Americans’ opinions of blacks 
and other minority groups became more intertwined with their partisan identities and more 
potent predictors of their opinions about the economy and many issues—virtually anything even 
remotely associated with Obama. This growing “racialization” of public opinion began before 
Obama became president, but it became more pronounced during his time in office. 
 
For these reasons, although Obama was not on the ballot in 2016, he would matter a great deal. 
Among the crucial fundamentals of presidential general elections is voters’ feelings about the 
incumbent. And even with an economic recovery buoying the Democrats’ chances, Obama’s 
approval rating lagged the growing economy at the end of 2015.  
 
Democrats confronted two other challenges. One is that they had no incumbent on the ticket, as 
in 2012. Although the “incumbency advantage” is more well-known in congressional elections, it 
operates in presidential elections as well. Incumbent presidents win more often than they lose. A 
second challenge for Democrats was earning a third consecutive term in the White House. This 
has been a rare accomplishment in post-World War II presidential elections. 
 
At the same time, Republicans confronted their own challenges. One was the growing ethnic 
diversity of the electorate, coupled with the growing racial polarization of the electorate. 
Republicans faced increasing pressure to appeal to minorities even as minorities had been 
moving toward the Democratic Party, particularly during the Obama administration. 
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The crucial fundamentals of presidential elections therefore did not clearly favor either side. An 
ambivalent electorate divided by party and race set the stage for a presidential primary that played 
directly on these divisions, and for a general election whose outcome appeared far from certain. 
 
“Morning in America” All Over Again? The Economic Recovery of 2010-2015 
Obama took office amidst the worst recession since the Great Depression. This recession—the 
“Great Recession”—was particularly punishing because it was paired with a financial crisis, and 
some research suggests that this combination leads to an even more sluggish recovery.2 The 
Great Recession bore this out. 
 
For example, the deep recession that occurred in 1981-82—during Ronald Reagan’s first term—
actually saw unemployment peak at a higher level (10.8%) than it did in the 2007-2009 recession 
(10%). But after the 1981-82 recession was over, the economy grew at a much more rapid pace. 
Unemployment returned to its pre-recession value in 2 years and 11 months. By contrast, this 
took almost 8 years after the Great Recession began.3 
 
But despite this sluggish pace, an economic recovery did occur. Figure 1 depicts the recovery by 
examining trends in four economic indicators: the quarter-to-quarter change in gross domestic 
product, which captures the overall size of the economy; the monthly unemployment rate; the 
monthly inflation rate; and quarterly real disposable income per capita, which is equal to personal 
income minus income tax payments and is adjusted for inflation. This figure begins in 2008, 
during the height of the recession, and continues through the end of 2015. 
 
The recovery did not really begin until 2010. At that point, gross domestic product began to 
expand. On a quarter-to-quarter basis, the average growth in gross domestic product from 2009-
2015 was somewhat below its historical median from 1947-2008, and there were a few quarters 
where growth was nearly non-existent or even negative. But the overall trend was toward 
economic expansion.4 
 
As the economy expanded, unemployment began to fall and—with the exception of the first 
quarter of 2013—disposable income began to increase.5 By the end of 2015, the unemployment 
rate of 5% was below its median value over the 60 years from 1948-2008. Disposable income 
was nearly $2,000 above its pre-recession peak in the second quarter of 2008. Meanwhile, the 
inflation rate—measured as month-to-month changes in the consumer price index—was 
consistently low, compared to its historical median. 
 

																																																								
2 Reinhart, Carmen M., and Kenneth Rogoff. 2009. This Time is Different: Eight Centuries of Financial 
Folly. Princeton University Press. 
3 The 1981-92 recession is dated to July 1981, when the unemployment rate was 7.2%. The 
unemployment rate declined to 7.2% for the first time in June 1984. At the beginning of the 
Great Recession, in December 2007, the unemployment rate was 5%. It declined to that number 
in October 2015. 
4 This leaves aside the question of how big this expansion really was in broader historical 
perspective. Some research argues that the United States has faced low growth since the 1970s, 
which could continue in the decades ahead. See Gordon, Robert J. 2016. The Rise and Fall of 
Economic Growth. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
5 The drop in income in the first quarter of 2013 appears to reflect one-time occurrences. There 
was a spike in dividend payments at the end of the 2012 tax year, which likely inflated incomes in 
that year. Payroll taxes also increased by 2 percentage points at the beginning of 2013. Incomes 
actually increased once factors are excluded. See Kurtz, Amanda. 2013. “Americans see biggest 
monthly income drop in 20 years.” CNN Money. March 1. 
http://money.cnn.com/2013/03/01/news/economy/income-spending-saving/.  
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Figure 1. Trends in key economic indicators, 2008-2015 

 
Source: St. Louis Federal Reserve’s FRED database. 
 
This combination of falling unemployment and low inflation was distinctive. These two 
indicators are often combined into the “misery index,” where the most “miserable” possibility is 
the combination of high unemployment and high inflation—“stagflation”—that was 
characteristic of the late 1970s. But by 2015, the misery index was nearly as low as it had been 
since 1950.6 This implied the opposite of stagflation: an active demand for goods and services 
along with low unemployment and inflation. 
 
In short, as the election year was getting underway, the U.S. economy had made important 
progress since the Great Recession. And, perhaps more importantly, Americans realized it. 
 
One of the longest-standing measures of Americans’ views of the economy is the Index of 
Consumer Sentiment, which is tracked by the University of Michigan and dates to 1960. The 
index is composed of responses to five question, three of which measure people’s views of their 
current financial circumstances and economic conditions in the country and two of which 
measure their expectations about the near future:  
 

• “We are interested in how people are getting along financially these days. Would you say 
that you (and your family living there) are better off or worse off financially than you 
were a year ago?” 

• “Now looking ahead—do you think that a year from now you (and your family living 
there) will be better off financially, or worse off, or just about the same as now?” 

																																																								
6 Dews, Fred. 2016. “‘Misery Index’ at lowest level.” Brookings Institution. January 11. 
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/brookings-now/posts/2016/01/misery-index-lowest-level-
since-1950s.  

1947-2008 median

-2%

-1%

0%

1%

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Quarterly change in gross domestic product

1948-2008 median

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Monthly unemployment rate

1948-2008 median

-2%

-1%

0%

1%

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Monthly inflation rate

pre-recession peak

$35,000

$36,000

$37,000

$38,000

$39,000

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Real disposable income per capita



	 5 

• “Now turning to business conditions in the country as a whole—do you think that 
during the next twelve months we’ll have good times financially, or bad times, or what?” 

• “Looking ahead, which would you say is more likely—that in the country as a whole 
we’ll have continuous good times during the next five years or so, or that we will have 
periods of widespread unemployment or depression, or what?” 

• “About the big things people buy for their homes—such as furniture, a refrigerator, 
stove, television, and things like that. Generally speaking, do you think now is a good or 
bad time for people to buy major household items?” 

 
Figure 2 presents the trend in this index, noting various presidential administrations and also 
periods of recession, when, unsurprisingly, consumer sentiment tends to worsen. 
 
After Obama took office, there was an initial increase in consumer sentiment that soon plateaued 
before dropping during the debt ceiling crisis in the summer of 2011, when the possibility that 
Congress might cause the U.S. to default on its debts by not raising the debt ceiling provoked 
anxiety among financial markets and Americans alike.  
 
Figure 2. Index of Consumer Sentiment, 1960-2015 

 
Source: University of Michigan, Survey Research Center. 
 
But after that crisis passed, consumer sentiment resumed its upward trajectory. By the end of 
2015, even with a slight downturn in the second and third quarters of that year, consumer 
sentiment was as positive as it had been since the mid-2000s. It was also as positive as it had been 
in the mid-1980s during the recovery from the recession of 1981-82. The value of consumer 
sentiment at the end of 1983, as Reagan’s reelection campaign was gearing up, was 91.6. At the 
end of 2015, it was almost exactly the same: 91.0. 
 
The index can be broken down into two components: current economic conditions (how the 
economy is doing now) and consumer expectations (how the economy will do in the future). 
Both increased at similar rate and were at a level similar to the mid-2000s or mid-1980s, 
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suggesting that Americans were not, for example, positive about the present-day economy but 
pessimistic about the future economy. Compared to the first quarter of 2009, when Obama took 
office, consumer confidence increased by 61% by the end of 2015, while consumer expectations 
increased by 53%. 
 
Other measures of economic sentiment showed a similar trend. For example, in a February 2009 
Pew Research Center survey, 71% said that economic conditions in the country were “poor”, 
24% said “only fair,” 4% said “good,” and less than 1% said “excellent.” By December 2015, 
only 28% said poor, 45% said fair, 24% said good, and 3% said excellent. The December figures 
were essentially identical those in to August 2004. Similarly, throughout 2014-2015, fewer 
Americans said that they were “falling behind financially.”7 
 
Thus, at the eve of the election year, Americans were relatively optimistic about the economy. 
That they felt as positively as they did at the end of 1983 is noteworthy. When Ronald Reagan 
ran for reelection in 1984, he contrasted the country’s economic growth to what it had been 
under Jimmy Carter in 1980. It was “morning again in America,” said one famous Reagan 
advertisement. The difference in 2015 is that it somehow didn’t seem like “morning” at all. 
 
Economic Inequality and the Working Class 
Why was the zeitgeist of the early campaign season so much less optimistic than consumer 
sentiment itself would suggest? One reason was the persistent question of whether economic 
growth after the Great Recession was actually helping average Americans. As it turned out, gains 
from the recovery were far from evenly distributed across the income spectrum. 
 
Figure 3. Trends in Real Average Family Incomes, by Income Quintile 

 
Source: Census Bureau Historical Table F3. Dollar amounts measured in $2014. 

																																																								
7 For the Pew Research Center data, see: http://www.people-press.org/files/2015/12/12-22-15-
Economy-topline-for-release.pdf. Gallup polling data also show a similar trend between 2008 and 
2015: http://www.gallup.com/poll/125735/economic-confidence-index.aspx. 
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Figure 3 shows the percentage change in real family income for each income quintile, based on 
Census data from 2007-2014.8 Each quintile’s value is set at 0 in 2007 so that change during the 
Great Recession and subsequent recovery is clear. 
 
The economic recovery is certainly visible in these income data. The incomes of the top four 
income quintiles increased between 2012 and 2014, with incomes of the wealthiest quintile 
increasing even earlier. However, with the exception of this wealthiest quintile, none of these 
income groups had recovered fully from the Great Recession. As of 2014, real incomes for 80% 
of American families were still below their pre-recession levels. This was particularly true among 
the lowest income group. Clearly, the income gains visible in Figure 1 were concentrated among 
the wealthy. This pattern parallels the long-term growth in income inequality, whereby most of 
the gains in income since the 1970s have gone to the wealthiest Americans while median income 
as well as wages have increased much more slowly or hardly at all.9 
 
This growing income inequality is mirrored in a broader pattern of class stratification based on 
income and formal education. Family income increasingly predicts whether people have more 
formal education: children from families in the top income quartile became far more likely to 
obtain a college degree between 1970-2011, while any increases in college attainment among 
children from other income groups were more muted. Class stratification also extended to family 
structure: among women with a high school degree or less, the rate of births to unmarried 
women increased sharply between 1977 and 2007, while increasing only slightly among 
unmarried women who had at least a college degree. The same pattern emerged in the percentage 
of children living in single-parent families.10 
 
Other research also painted a gloomy portrait of life for lower-income Americans. A team of 
researchers found that the life expectancies of the rich and poor had diverged, mirroring the 
divergence in their incomes. And in another widely cited article, the economists Anne Case and 
Angus Deaton found that mortality rates of white Americans between ages 45-54 had increased 
between 1999 and 2013. Case and Deaton attributed this not only to an increase in suicide rates 
and deaths from drug and alcohol poisoning, particularly because of addiction to opioid 
painkillers, but to “economic insecurity.”11 
 

																																																								
8 See the Census data here: 
https://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/families/  
9 Piketty, Thomas, and Emmanuel Saez. 2003. “Income Inequality in the United States, 1913-
1998.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 118 (1): 1-39. Their updated data through 2014 is here: 
http://eml.berkeley.edu/~saez/TabFig2014prel.xls. See also DeSilver, Drew. 2014. “For most 
workers, real wages have barely budged for decades.” Pew Research Center, October 9. 
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/10/09/for-most-workers-real-wages-have-barely-
budged-for-decades/ and Stone, Chad, et al. 2015. “A Guide to Statistics on Historical Trends in 
Income Inequality.” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. 
http://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/a-guide-to-statistics-on-historical-trends-
in-income-inequality 
10 See Putnam, Robert. 2015. Our Kids: The American Dream in Crisis. New York: Simon & 
Schuster. pp. 66, 70, 187. 
11 Chetty, Raj, Michael Stepner, Sarah Abraham, et al. 2016. “The Association Between Income 
and Life Expectancy in the United States, 2001-2014.” JAMA 315(16):1750-1766. Case, Anne, 
and Angus Deaton. 2015. “Rising Morbidity and Mortality in Midlife among White Non-
Hispanic Americans in the 21st Century.” Proceedings of the National Academy of the Sciences 112(49): 
15078-15083. See also Tavernise, Sabrina. 2016. “U.S. Suicide Rates Surges to a 30-Year High.” 
New York Times, April 22. 
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Case and Deaton’s finding was overstated. They had not accounted for the fact that some of this 
increase in mortality arose because the 45-54 age group was on average older in 2013 than in 
1999. Other analysis also suggested that any such increase was concentrated among white women 
ages 45-54, and that the mortality rate for white men in this age cohort had actually declined 
since 2005. Moreover, the experiences of this cohort—as important as they were—did not tell 
the full story: in the previous decade, there were notable declines in mortality among younger 
Americans, especially those in poorer counties, as well as among African-Americans and 
Latinos.12 
 
Nevertheless, the prevailing narrative of 2015 emphasized not these more optimistic trends but 
the challenges—and especially the challenges facing the middle and working classes in particular. 
The middle class was described as “losing ground” and “falling behind financially.” The working 
class was described as “feeling screwed.”13 
 
One might expect, then, that there would be an increasing gap between upper- and lower-income 
Americans in their views of the economy. If the economic recovery—indeed, most of the 
economic growth of the previous 40 years—was benefiting the wealthy, then there should be 
growing optimism among wealthy Americans but persistent pessimism among the middle and 
working classes. 
 
In fact, this was not the case. Figure 4 presents trends in the Index of Consumer Sentiment since 
1980, when the available data first separated Americans by income group. Although people with 
higher incomes have nearly always had a more positive view of the economy than have those 
with lower incomes, all income groups became more positive after the end of the Great 
Recession. (The same is true among educational groups.) While middle- and lower-income 
households may have experienced the economic recovery differently than those with higher 
incomes, it was not evident in their own evaluations of the economy. 
 
Indeed, what is distinctive about the Obama years—especially compared to the Reagan years—is 
how small the gap was between income groups. The average gap between upper and lower 
income groups from 1981-88 was 21.3 points. From 2009-2015, it was 13.4 points. This figure 
was also lower than during the administrations of George H.W. Bush (14.7), Bill Clinton (16.7) 
and George W. Bush (18.4). Evaluations of the economy were more consistent across income 
levels under Obama than in recent history. 
 

																																																								
12 Gelman, Andrew. 2015. “Death rates have been increasing for middle-aged white women, 
decreasing for men.” Statistical Modeling, Causal Inference, and Social Science blog, November 
10. http://andrewgelman.com/2015/11/10/death-rates-have-been-increasing-for-middle-aged-
white-women-decreasing-for-men/. Singal, Jesse. 2015. “Anne Case, Co-author of the White 
Mortality Paper, Responds to a New Critique of its Approach to Gender.” New York Magazine 
Science of Us blog, November 12. http://nymag.com/scienceofus/2015/11/gender-
controversy-over-white-mortality.html. Currie, J., and H. Schwandt. 2016. “Inequality in 
mortality decreased among the young while increasing for older adults, 1990-2010.” Science. 
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/early/2016/04/20/science.aaf1437. Tavernise, Sabrina. 
2016. “Black Americans See Gains in Life Expectancy.” New York Times, May 8. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/09/health/blacks-see-gains-in-life-expectancy.html.  
13 Pew Research Center. 2015. “The American Middle Class Is Losing Ground.” 
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2015/12/09/the-american-middle-class-is-losing-ground/. 
Arnade, Chris. 2015. “Working-class Americans feel screwed. I heard it across the entire 
country,” The Guardian, October 14, http://www.theguardian.com/us-
news/2015/oct/14/donald-trump-working-class-americans-feel-screwed 
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Figure 4. The Index of Consumer Sentiment among Income Groups, 1980-2015 

 
Source: University of Michigan, Survey Research Center. 
 
How can perceptions of the economy be so favorable, even among groups who had not yet 
recovered fully from the Great Recession? One reason is the frame of reference in the Index of 
Consumer Sentiment. The Index asks respondents to evaluate their financial situation compared 
to a year ago. As of 2015, the trend in the previous year was positive: even if family incomes had 
not fully recovered from the recession, they were recovering nonetheless. There was a notable 
increase in the incomes of most income quintiles between 2013-2014, which likely continued into 
2015 as well. [Note: We will update with 2015 numbers when they are available.] 
 
This leads to a second and very significant question: which matters more for politics, these short-
term economic gains, and the concomitant increases in consumer sentiment, or the longer-term 
increases in economic inequality and stratification by social class? 
 
There is no doubt that the long-term trend in inequality has political consequences. For one, 
there is a striking correlation between inequality and polarization in the U.S. Congress—what one 
team of political scientists calls “the dance of ideology and unequal riches.” The growth of 
inequality has also shaped the political agenda. Although there was no secular increase in news 
coverage of inequality through 2010, inequality became more visible as a political issue thereafter. 
This was due to the rhetoric of both Obama and other political leaders as well as activists such as 
the Occupy Wall Street movement. For example, during the 2012 campaign, Obama lamented 
that “fewer and fewer of the folks who contributed to the success of our economy actually 
benefited from that success.”14 

																																																								
14 McCarty, Nolan, Keith Poole, and Howard Rosenthal. 2006. Polarized America: The Dance of 
Ideology and Unequal Riches. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. The trends in news coverage are 
documented in McCall, Leslie. 2013. The Undeserving Rich: American Beliefs about Inequality, 
Opportunity, and Redistribution. New York: Cambridge University Press. She quotes from Obama’s 
speech on p. 220. 

REAGAN BUSH I CLINTON BUSH II OBAMA

LOWER INCOME

MIDDLE INCOME

UPPER INCOME

40

60

80

100

120

1980 1990 2000 2010



	 10 

 
In other respects, however, the political implications of economic inequality are more ambiguous. 
This is not because Americans are unaware of or unconcerned about the growth in economic 
inequality: polls consistently show the opposite.15 But concern about inequality has not yet 
produced big shifts in Americans’ political attitudes, and certainly not in the progressive direction 
that many observers anticipated. One study found that inequality was associated with a more 
conservative mood in the aggregate. Other studies of specific policy attitudes have found little 
linkage between attitudes about inequality and support for redistributive policies. At most, any 
growing concern about inequality was linked to greater support for additional educational 
opportunities.16 
 
This disconnect arises in part because people are not aware of the extent of inequality and do not 
always have the information necessary to link any concerns about inequality to actual support for 
policies that would reduce inequality. People concerned about inequality may even favor policies, 
such as the estate tax, that disproportionately benefit the wealthy and therefore exacerbate 
inequality.17  
 
This disconnect also arises because Americans are ambivalent about the role of government. 
Most Americans—including those of all political parties and income levels—support certain 
government programs; entitlement programs like Social Security and Medicare are among the 
most popular. But Americans also have a persistent skepticism about what government can and 
should do. Americans are, in one telling, “conservative egalitarians.”18 
 
For this particular presidential election, there is also reason to suspect that short-term trends in 
the economy could be more important than longer-term trends in inequality. For one, even in 
2012, when inequality was a salient campaign issue, the impact of inequality on voters’ decisions 
may have had more to do with the candidacy of Mitt Romney than the broader issue itself. 
Romney was routinely portrayed as out-of-step with “ordinary” Americans and as supportive of 
policies that would increase inequality, like cutting taxes for the wealthy. Over the course of the 
campaign, voters’ decisions became more associated with their views of how a Romney 
presidency would affect inequality. This mattered more than their overall concern about 
inequality, or than their perceptions of how Obama’s reelection would affect inequality.19 
 
Even more important is that short-term, not long-term, economic trends are the most strongly 
related election outcomes. The only real debate is how short the short term is: the six months or 

																																																								
15 See McCall, ibid. Page, Benjamin I., and Lawrence J. Shapiro. 2009. Class War? What Americans 
Really Think about Economic Inequality. Chicago: Chicago University Press. 
16 Kelley, Nathan J., and Peter K. Enns. 2010. “Inequality and the Dynamics of Public Opinion: 
The Self-Reinforcing Link between Economic Inequality and Mass Preferences.” American Journal 
of Political Science 54(4): 855-870. McCall, ibid. 
17 Norton, Michael I., and Dan Ariely. 2011. “Building a Better America—One Wealth Quintile 
at a Time.” Perspectives on Psychological Science 6(1): 9-12. Bartels, Larry M. 2010. Unequal Democracy: 
The Political Economy of the New Gilded Age. Princeton: Princeton University Press. Sides, John. 
2016. “Stories or Science? Facts, Frames, and Policy Attitudes.” American Politics Research 44(3): 
387-414. 
18 The phrase is from Page and Shapiro, ibid. See also the broader distinction between 
“operational liberalism” and “ideological conservatism” in Free, Lloyd A., and Hadley Cantril. 
1967. The Political Beliefs of Americans. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, and related 
evidence in Ellis, Christopher, and James A. Stimson. 2012. Ideology in America. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 
19 Rigby, Elizabeth, and John Sides. 2014. “Inequality and the 2012 Election.” Working paper. 
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the two years prior to the election.20 In either case, voters evince a “myopia” that renders long-
term trends less consequential—including trends over the relatively short four years of a 
presidential administration, to say nothing of decades-long trends such as the increase in 
economic inequality. The political scientists Christopher Achen and Larry Bartels characterize 
economic voting with this pungent metaphor: “Like medical patients recalling colonoscopies, 
who forget all but the last few minutes, the voters’ assessments of past pain and pleasure are 
significantly biased by ‘duration neglect.’”21 
 
For these reasons, although many Americans’ incomes were below their pre-recession levels, and 
although for some those incomes had not increased much in years, any positive trends in the run-
up to November 2016 were likely be more consequential for the election’s outcome. 
 
A Distinctly Political Dissatisfaction 
Based on consumer sentiment alone, Americans, and even working-class Americans, seemed to 
think that that better days were upon them or at least on the horizon. But people were not yet 
expressing an unguarded optimism. As of 2015, there were significant currents of dissatisfaction 
with the country, the federal government, and Barack Obama. However, this dissatisfaction was 
not notably worse in 2016, despite the ongoing narrative about “angry” voters. 
 
Any disjuncture between views of the economy and views of politics is unusual. Typically, 
people’s perceptions of the economy loom large in many of their political attitudes. When they 
perceive that the economy is doing well, they evaluate elected officials more favorably. They trust 
the government more. They think that the country as a whole is going in the right direction.22 
But as of 2015, people’s increasingly favorable economic evaluations had not yet affected their 
political attitudes. There was instead a persistent mistrust in government, dissatisfaction with the 
overall state of the country, and disapproval of Obama. Figure 5 shows trends in these political 
attitudes.  
 
From 2009-2015, even as consumer sentiment was increasing, trust in government, the 
perception that the country is going in the “right direction,” and satisfaction with how things are 
going in the country were either stagnant or decreasing slightly. Fewer Americans believed that 
the country was going in the right direction at the end of 2015 than did so at the beginning of 
2009—at height of the Great Recession. 
 
For example, economic evaluations at the end of 2015 were as positive as in the mid-2000s, but 
fewer people said that the country was going in the right direction: 26% in the last quarter of 2015 
as opposed to 40% in the third and fourth quarters of 2004. Trust in government was also lower 
than in the mid-2000s: in the fall of 2014, 19% said they trusted the government just about 
always or most of the time, compared to 36% in March 2004. 
 
Other surveys painted a similar portrait. In the Public Religion Research Institute’s American 
Values Survey, conducted in the fall of 2015, respondents were asked whether “America’s best 
days are ahead of us or behind us.” Americans were evenly divided, with 49% saying “ahead of 

																																																								
20 Achen, Christopher, and Larry M. Bartels. 2016. Democracy for Realists. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. Wlezien, Christopher. 2015. “The Myopic Voter? The Economy and US 
Presidential Elections.” Electoral Studies 39: 195-204. 
21 Achen and Bartels, ibid., p.175. Their reference is to Redelmeier, Donald A., Joel Katz, and 
Daniel Kahneman. 2003. “Memories of Colonoscopy: A Randomized Trial.” Pain 104: 187-194. 
22 Stimson, James A. 2004 Tides of Consent: How Public Opinion Shapes American Politics. Cambridge 
University Press. Chanley, Virginia A., Thomas J. Rudolph, and Wendy M. Rahn. 2000. “The 
Origins and Consequences of Public Trust in Government: A Time Series Analysis.” Public 
Opinion Quarterly 64(3): 239-256. Keele, Luke. 2007. “Social Capital and the Dynamics of Trust in 
Government.” American Journal of Political Science 51(2): 241-254. 
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us and 49% saying “behind us.” In 2012, however, they were more likely to say “ahead of us” 
(54%) than “behind us” (38%). Remarkably, given their increasingly favorable views of the 
economy, 72% also said that the country was “still in a recession.” And 53% said that “American 
culture and way of life has mostly changed for the worse.”23 
 
Figure 5. Trends in presidential approval, political trust, and evaluations of country, 
2009-2015 

 
Sources: Pollster (presidential approval), Pew Research Center surveys (trust), Pollster.com (right direction, 
satisfaction). All data aggregated to the quarterly level except political trust. 
 
American ambivalence extended to Barack Obama as well. Obama’s approval rating began with a 
typical decline from the post-inauguration honeymoon, but for most of his presidency, his 
approval rating was remarkably stable. Through 2015, Obama’s presidency lacked the kinds of 
dramatic events—the onset of an economic recession, the initiation or failure of large-scale wars, 
a major scandal—that typically move presidential approval. Unlike most other presidents, 
Obama’s approval rating did not really decline over time after early 2010.24 
 
But Obama’s approval rating should have increased, not remained stable. He was presiding over 
a growing economy, and the public’s increasingly positive evaluations of the economy should 
have translated into a higher approval rating as well. 
 

																																																								
23 Jones, Robert P., Daniel Cox, Betsy Cooper, and Rachel Lienesch. 2015. “Anxiety, Nostalgia, 
and Mistrust: Findings from the 2015 American Value Survey.” Public Religion Research 
Institute. http://publicreligion.org/site/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/PRRI-AVS-2015.pdf 
24 On the typical decline after the honeymoon period, see Erikson, Robert S., Michael B. 
MacKuen, and James A. Stimson. 2002. The Macro-Polity. New York: Cambridge University Press, 
pp. 35-41. On the typical decline throughout the duration of the presidency, see Sides, John, and 
Lynn Vavreck. 2013. The Gamble: Choice and Chance in the 2012 Election. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, pp. 244-245. 
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But as of the end of 2015, Obama was the only president since John F. Kennedy whose approval 
ratings did not increase alongside evaluations of the economy. Figure 6 compares presidential 
approval and consumer sentiment for each president since Kennedy. 
 
Figure 6. The Relationship between Consumer Sentiment and Presidential Approval 

 
Source: University of Michigan, Survey Research Center. 
 
For every president except Obama, the relationship is positive: as consumer sentiment becomes 
more positive, so does presidential approval. But in Obama’s case, the line is actually negative.25 
Even as the economy began to improve, his approval rating barely budged. If presidential 
approval were simply a function of consumer sentiment and nothing else, Obama should have 
been more popular than he was—approximately 11 percentage points more popular. But his 
approval ratings proved far more sticky than consumer sentiment alone would predict.26 

																																																								
25 In a least squares regression of approval on consumer sentiment, the coefficient for Obama 
(2009-2015) is -0.20, with a standard error of 0.08. The results for the other presidents are: 
Kennedy (b=0.52; s.e.=0.62), Johnson (b=2.08; s.e.=0.43), Nixon (b=0.86; s.e.=0.22), Ford 
(b=0.24; s.e.=0.10), Carter (b=0.86; s.e.=0.19), Reagan (b=0.25; s.e.=0.11), George H.W. Bush 
(b=0.45; s.e.=0.39), Clinton (b=0.62; s.e.=0.09), and George W. Bush (b=0.81; s.e.=0.26). The 
same finding emerges if approval is first regressed on the non-economic factors in the model in 
Sides and Vavreck (ibid.) and then the residuals from this regression are plotted in the same 
fashion. The unusual relationship between approval and consumer sentiment during the Obama 
years cannot be explained by these non-economic factors. 
26 We estimated a model of quarterly presidential approval from the years prior to the Obama 
presidency (1960-2008) that included consumer sentiment and fixed effects for each president. 
We then used the results of this model to predict Obama’s approval. In the fourth quarter of 
2015, the model predicted that 56% of Americans would approve of Obama, whereas his actual 
approval rating was 45%. The fuller model of presidential approval in Sides and Vavreck (ibid.), 
which includes objective measures of the economy, the length of time the president has been in 
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This put Obama in a different position than he was four years before. As 2011 came to an end, 
views of Obama were actually more positive than objective economic conditions and other 
factors would have predicted. In part, this was because voters tended to blame George W. Bush 
more than Obama for the state of the economy, perhaps because the recession and financial 
crisis began when Bush was in office.27 But by 2015, the converse was true: whereas in 2011 
Obama was able to escape some of the blame for the Great Recession, in his second term he 
seems to have also escaped the credit for the recovery. 
 
In sum, people’s views of the state of the country, their government, and their president seemed 
to lag behind their improving views of the economy. But “lag behind” is not the same thing as 
“decreasing.” Even if majorities of Americans were dissatisfied or thought the country was on 
the wrong track, these majorities had not grown any larger. By these measures, there is no 
evidence that Americans were distinctly “angry” in 2015. In fact, they were no more “angry” than 
in 2012 when a majority of them re-elected the incumbent president. 
 
Partisan Divides in the Electorate 
To locate anger in the electorate, one had to look in a more specific place: the Republican Party. 
It was Republicans who manifested the most dissatisfaction, distrust, and disapproval. Although, 
again, these Republican sentiments were not any worse than in the previous few years, they are 
crucial to understanding why, for example, Obama’s approval ratings lagged the growing 
economy. 
 
Partisan divisions in political attitudes are nothing new. But these divisions have sharpened over 
many years as American political parties have become more ideologically sorted. Democrats are 
increasingly self-described liberals and Republicans are increasingly self-described conservatives. 
The parties are also better sorted in terms of certain political issues, such as abortion.28 
 
Moreover, both Democrats and Republicans in the electorate are simply more hostile toward the 
opposite party. This growing hostility translates into opinions about everyday life: partisans are 
now more concerned that their son or daughter might marry someone in the opposite party. 
Experiments show that people are remarkably willing to discriminate against members of the 
opposite party and even find members of the opposite party less physically attractive. This does 
not mean that the parties have become monoliths or that people have become orthodox liberals 
or conservatives. But it does mean that party differences and antagonisms are growing.29 
 
This trend was very much in evidence as the 2016 campaign began. Democrats and Republicans 
evaluated the country in different ways. Unsurprisingly, seven years of a Democratic president 
meant that Democrats felt far more positively than did Republicans. 

																																																																																																																																																							
office, and several other factors, shows that Obama’s approval was 1-2 points lower than the 
model would predict. 
27 Sides and Vavreck, ibid. 
28 Levendusky, Matthew. 2009. The Partisan Sort: How Liberals Became Democrats and Conservatives 
Became Republicans. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Adams, Greg D. 1997. “Abortion: 
Evidence of an Issue Evolution.” American Journal of Political Science 41:718–37. Baldassarri, Delia, 
and Andrew Gelman. 2008. “Partisans without Constraint: Political Polarization and Trends in 
American Public Opinion.” American Journal of Sociology 114(2): 408. 
29 Iyengar, Shanto, Gaurav Sood, and Yphtach Lelkes. 2012. “Affect, not Ideology: A Social 
Identity Perspective on Polarization.” Public Opinion Quarterly 76(3): 405-431. Iyengar, Shanto, and 
Sean J. Westwood. 2014. “Fear and Loathing Across Party Lines: New Evidence on Group 
Polarization.” American Journal of Political Science 59(3): 690-707. Nicholson, Stephen P., Chelsea M. 
Coe, Jason Emory, and Anna V. Strong. 2016. “The Politics of Beauty: The Effects of Partisan 
Bias on Physical Attractiveness.” Political Behavior, forthcoming.  
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There is a well-known partisan bias in perceptions of the economy: people think the economy is 
doing better when their party controls the White House. Some research also shows that this bias 
increased substantially between 1985-2007, particularly during the Bush administration.30 It then 
declined during the Great Recession, when the downturn was so severe that the vast majority of 
Americans—including both Democrats and Republicans—evaluated the economy unfavorably. 
 
But as the economic recovery proceeded, this partisan bias reasserted itself and was very much 
evident in 2015. YouGov/Economist polls conducted between June and December 2015 found 
that Democrats believed their personal finances were doing much better than Republicans did. 
Among Democrats, 27% said they were better off financially than a year ago, 48% said that their 
finances were about the same, and 20% said they were worse off financially. By contrast, only 
11% of Republicans said they were better off financially, while 43% said they were worse off.  
 
Even mentioning Obama’s name was enough to make Republicans more pessimistic. In a May 
2016 survey, some respondents were asked to evaluate both the economy and their personal 
financial situation relative to “the year 2008’ and others were asked to evaluate these things 
relative to “when President Obama was first elected.” Republicans were about 20 points more 
likely to say that the economy and their finances had “gotten worse” when the comparison 
mentioned Obama.31 
 
This partisan divide was important enough to override the impact of social class. As we have 
shown, higher-income people were expressed more financial satisfaction than lower-income 
people, but this class cleavage paled in comparison to the partisan cleavage. In fact, Republicans 
in the highest income quintile, those making more than $100,000 per year, were actually slightly less 
satisfied than Democrats in the lowest income, those making less than $20,000 per year. Economic 
dissatisfaction was in large part a partisan phenomenon, despite the laser focus on the working 
and middle classes in much commentary. 
 
Democrats and Republicans also differed in their trust in government. Typically, Republicans’ 
trust in government depends a great deal on whether a Republican is in the White House. 
Democrats show some of this bias, but to a lesser degree.32 As of February 2014, 33% of 
Democrats, but only 19% of Republicans, said that they trusted the government to do what was 
right just about always or most of the time. 
 
Similarly, Republicans were far more pessimistic about the state of the country. In these 
YouGov/Economist polls, a whopping 87% of Republicans said that the country was off on the 
wrong track. Only 38% of Democrats thought so, while the plurality (48%) thought the country 
was headed in the right direction. 
 
Given the partisan polarization on these dimensions, it is hardly surprising that Republicans and 
Democrats had very different views of Barack Obama. Figure 7 shows the trend in presidential 
approval for every president from Truman to Obama—both for all Americans and for 
Democrats and Republicans separately.  
 

																																																								
30 Enns, Peter K., Paul M. Kellstedt, and Gregory E. McAvoy. 2012. “The Consequences of 
Partisanship in Economic Perceptions.” Public Opinion Quarterly 76(2): 287-310. 
31 Edwards-Levy, Ariel. 2016. “Opinions on Barack Obama’s Legacy Don’t Have Much To Do 
with the Economy.” Huffington Post, May 10. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/obama-
economic-legacy_us_57325736e4b016f3789778f7  
32 Hetherington, Marc J., and Thomas J. Rudolph. 2015. Why Washington Won't Work: Polarization, 
Political Trust, and the Governing Crisis . University of Chicago Press. 
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Obama stands out not only for the stability of his approval ratings but also for the extraordinary 
partisan polarization in those ratings. Partisan differences in assessments of Obama were larger 
than they had been for any previous president. On average, Obama’s approval rating among 
Democrats was nearly 70 points higher than his approval rating among Republicans. This was 
even larger than partisan differences during the administrations of George W. Bush (60 points) 
and Bill Clinton (55 points), both of whom held office when partisan polarization was 
increasing.33 
 
This partisan polarization helps explain why increasingly positive evaluations of the economy did 
not appear to improve Obama’s approval rating. Part of the reason is that the parties saw the 
economy differently. But another reason is that, in an age of polarization, Americans may give 
little credit to a president not of their own party. A good comparison is again to the last quarter 
of 1983, when consumer sentiment was essentially the same as at the end of 2015. At that point 
in time, 87% of Republicans approved of Reagan and so did 30% of Democrats. At the end of 
2015, Obama’s support in his own party was almost as high (79%) but it was much lower among 
Republicans (10%)—exactly where it had been for almost six years. 
 
Figure 7. Trends in Presidential Approval by Party, 1948-2015 

 

																																																								
33 Jacobson, Gary C. 2007. A Divider, Not a Uniter. New York: Pearson. 
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The growing salience of partisanship is manifest not only in presidential approval. More voters 
see differences between the parties. In fact, a politically inattentive and unengaged American 
today is as likely to perceive important differences between the parties as a very engaged 
American was in 1960. Unsurprisingly, then, partisanship also drives voting behavior more now 
than in previous decades, and the number of true swing voters has declined. It is typical for a 
presidential candidate to attract the support of 90% or more of their party’s supporters.34  
 
Presidents are obliged, of course, to state righteous opposition to partisanship. George W. Bush 
pledged to be a “uniter, not a divider,” and Obama inveighed against the “bitter partisanship and 
petty bickering that’s shut you out, let you down and told you to settle.”35 But the behavior of 
Americans—and perhaps presidents themselves—undercuts these promises. 
 
Racial Divides in the Electorate 
Partisan divides in the electorate were only part of the story as the 2016 election approached. 
Eight years of a black president meant that the divides were also about race and ethnicity. 
Indeed, partisan divides in American politics have increasingly become racial and ethnic divides. 
Crucial to the 2016 election was that came at the end of Obama’s presidency in particular. Eight 
years of an African-American president magnified this “racialization” of politics. 
 
To be sure, the roots of racialization were in place even before Obama became a national figure. 
Americans’ partisan attachments became more closely aligned with racial attitudes in the post-
civil rights era as politicians from the two parties increasingly diverged in both their policies and 
rhetoric about race. Among white Republicans, racial resentment and opposition to preferences 
for blacks have increased, while these attitudes became less common among white Democrats.36 

																																																								
34 Bartels, Larry. 2000. “Partisanship and Voting Behavior, 1952-1996.” American Journal of Political 
Science 40: 194-230. Smidt, Corwin. 2016. “Polarization and the Decline of the American Swing 
Voter.” American Journal of Political Science, forthcoming. 
35 The Obama quote is from a February 2008 speech, a transcript of which is here: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/12/us/politics/12text-obama.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1  
36 Carmines, Edward G., and James A. Stimson. 1989. Issue Evolution: Race and the Transformation of 
American Politics. Princeton: Princeton University Press. Stimson, James A. 2004 Tides of Consent: 
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But the presidential campaigns and administration of Barack Obama accelerated and intensified 
racialization. Among whites, attitudes like racial resentment and opposition to affirmative action 
became even tightly linked to partisanship. During the 2008 campaign, attitudes about African 
Americans were more strongly related to white Americans’ vote preferences than they had been 
in any modern election or than they would have been if Hillary Clinton or John Edwards had 
been the 2008 Democratic nominee.37 
 
Racialization affected more than evaluations of just Barack Obama. Attitudes toward a whole 
host of issues or people linked to Obama became more influenced by both racial attitudes and 
race—a phenomenon termed the “spillover of racialization.”38 
 
Even racial attitudes that had never divided white Democrats from white Republicans became 
polarized by partisanship after Obama took office. Figure 8 shows that white Republicans were 
significantly more likely than white Democrats both to evaluate whites more favorably than 
blacks and to oppose interracial dating.  
 
Figure 8. Growing Partisan Divisions on Racial Attitudes 

 
Source: American National Election Studies thermometer ratings)) and Pew Values Surveys (interracial dating). 

																																																																																																																																																							
How Public Opinion Shapes American Politics. Cambridge University Press. Tesler, Michael. 2016. 
Post-Racial or Most-Racial? Race and Politics in the Obama Era. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Valentino, Nicholas A., and David O. Sears. 2005. “Old Times There Are Not Forgotten: Race 
and Partisan Realignment in the Contemporary South.” American Journal of Political Science 49:672-
688. Racial resentment measures whether Americans think deficiencies in black culture are the 
main reason for racial inequality with questions like, “It’s really a matter of some people not 
trying hard enough; if blacks would only try harder they could be just as well off as whites.” See 
Kinder, Donald R., and Lynn M. Sanders. 1996. Divided by Color: Racial Politics and Democratic Ideals. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
37 Jackman, Simon, and Lynn Vavreck. 2012. “How Does Obama Match-Up? Counterfactuals & 
the Role of Obama’s Race in 2008.” Unpublished manuscript. Kinder, Donald R. and Allison 
Dale-Riddle. 2012. The End of Race? New Haven: Yale University Press. Tesler, ibid. Tesler, 
Michael, and David O. Sears. 2010. Obama’s Race. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
38 Tesler, ibid. See also Henderson, Michael and D. Sunshine Hillygus. 2011. “The Dynamics of 
Health Care Opinion, 2008-2010: Partisanship, Self-Interest and Racial Resentment.” Journal of 
Health Politics, Policy, and Law 36(6): 945-960. Knowles, Eric. D., Brian Lowery and Rebecca L 
Schaumberg. 2010. “Racial Prejudice Predicts Opposition to Obama and his Health Care Reform 
Plan.” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 46: 420−423. 
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Racialization in the Obama era also had implications beyond the attitudes of whites toward 
blacks. Because Obama was repeatedly characterized as Muslim or foreign-born, a general 
aversion to all minority groups, and to Muslims in particular, became more strongly correlated 
with white Americans’ vote preferences in both the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections.39 
Consequently, Democrats and Republicans became increasingly divided in their attitudes about 
Muslims.  
 
Figure 7 shows, for example, that the percent of Republicans rating Muslims favorably fell during 
Obama’s presidency, while the percent of Democrats rating Muslims favorably rose. The decline 
in Republicans’ assessments of Muslims was even more pronounced in American National 
Election Study surveys. Republicans’ mean thermometer ratings of Muslims (on a 0-100 scale) 
dropped from 50 in 2004 to 42 in 2008 to 36 in 2012. A 2014 Pew Research Center survey 
similarly showed that the average thermometer rating of Muslims among Republicans and 
Republican leaners was just 33. 
 
Racialization also had implications for attitudes toward immigration. Figure 7 shows growing 
partisan polarization on whether there should be tighter restrictions on immigration. The trend 
more evident among white Democrats than white Republicans, but other questions show 
changes in the views of Republicans as well. For example, Republicans’ feelings toward 
undocumented immigrants became less favorable in the Obama years.40 
 
The growing alignment between party identification and attitudes about racial and ethnic issues 
occurred alongside important trends in the party identification of non-whites. That the electorate 
is becoming less white is well-known and this trend seems certain to continue. It has been less 
certain, however, whether most non-whites would become consistently aligned with one political 
party.41 
 
Figure 7. Growing Partisan Divisions on Attitudes toward Muslims and Immigration 

 
Source: Pew Global Attitudes Project (favorability toward Muslims) and Pew Values Surveys (immigration). 
 

																																																								
39 Kam, Cindy and Donald R. Kinder. 2012. “Ethnocentrism as a Short-term Influence in the 
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40 See also Abrajano, Marisa, and Zoltan L. Hajnal. 2014. White Backlash: Immigration, Race, and 
American Politics. Princeton University Press. 
41 Hajnal, Zoltan L., and Taeku Lee. 2011. Why Americans Don't Join the Party: Race, Immigration, and 
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In the years leading up to 2016, the answer became clearer: non-whites began to move strongly 
toward the Democratic Party. The percentage of Asian-Americans voting for Democratic 
presidential candidates increased sharply. An increasing number of Latinos also identified with 
the Democratic Party during Obama’s presidency. Latinos were 15 percentage points more 
Democratic in 2012 than they had been on average from 2002- 2007. This increase was most 
heavily concentrated among Hispanics who felt cooler toward whites, as that Latinos increasingly 
viewed Republicans as a party of whites.42 
 
The Democratic Party further solidified its support among blacks as well. In the two decades 
leading up to Obama’s presidency, black identification with the Democratic Party had actually 
declined. This trend reversed itself after 2008: African-Americans were upwards of ten 
percentage points more Democratic than they had been before Obama’s rise to prominence.43 
 
These racial divides in the electorate mattered a great deal to the landscape of the 2016 election. 
For one, race helps explain apparent voter anger as well as the disjuncture between a growing 
economy and Obama’s approval rating. Racial attitudes evoke angry emotions in ways that other 
political attitudes do not. The fact that race and racial attitudes and race were more strongly 
associated with evaluations of the economy during Obama’s presidency may help explain why 
many in the country were angry despite a growing economy.44 
 
For another, the growing non-white portion of the electorate—combined with its growing 
attachment to the Democratic Party—was reshaping the nature of the party coalitions. In 2008 
and 2012, nearly half of Obama supporters were non-white. The previous Democratic president, 
Bill Clinton, won two terms with a coalition that was only one-quarter non-white.45 
 
Even without Barack Obama on the ballot in 2016, trends in previous decades—trends that only 
accelerated when Obama was president—made issues concerning race, ethnicity, and religion 
central to the strategies of the 2016 presidential candidates and immanent in the election-year 
discourse. 
 
The Implications for 2016 
In the months leading up to the 2016 campaign, there was an undercurrent of pessimism in the 
Republican Party. In early 2014, some party strategists seemed to think the presidential election 
was out of reach. In a piece entitled “The Republican Party’s Uphill Path to 270 Electoral Votes 
in 2016 Elections,” the Washington Post’s Dan Balz wrote: “A recent conversation with a 
veteran of GOP presidential campaigns raised this question: Which, if any, of the recent 
battleground states are likely to become more Republican by 2016? The consensus: very few.” By 
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the fall of 2015, at least some conventional wisdom still favored the Democrats. Bloomberg’s 
Mark Halperin declared “The Most Likely Next President Is Hillary Clinton.”46 
 
Others agreed. Forecasts based on betting markets—markets that have historically performed 
well in predicting election outcomes—consistently favored the Democrats. At the end of 2015, 
these prediction markets put the Democrat’s chance of victory at over 60%. A January 2016 
survey of 17 academic experts on elections by the site PollyVote was similarly bullish about 
Democratic Party’s prospects for victory in November. Their survey predicted a 4-point 
Democratic victory, with only one expert out of seventeen expecting the Republicans to win 
back the White House.  
 
What is fascinating about these predictions is that they did not necessarily align with the 
traditional fundamentals of presidential general elections. One of these fundamentals is the 
national economy. Incumbent presidents, or their party if the president is not running, tend to do 
better when the economy is improving. The trend in the economy is most important, and in 
particular the trend in the election year. Figure 8 provides a demonstration, showing the strong 
correlation between election-year changes in gross domestic product and real disposable income 
and the incumbent party’s share of the major-party vote. 
 
A second fundamental is related: the incumbent president’s approval rating. Even if the president 
is not running, he casts a long shadow over the race. In 2016, higher approval ratings for Obama 
would buoy his party’s chances, other things equal. 
 
A third factor presented Democrats with a major disadvantage going into the election year: Their 
party was running for a third consecutive presidential term in office. Across time and space, the 
longer a party has been in power, the less likely citizens are to vote for its candidates. The 
political scientist Alan Abramowitz has described this phenomenon in US presidential elections 
as the “time for change” factor. The “time for a change” penalty may derive in part from the fact 
that public opinion typically moves in the opposite direction as the president is pushing public 
policy. Over two terms, the gap between the president’s policies and public opinion will grow 
even further.47 
 
To understand the effect of these factors, we estimated a simple statistical model of the 
incumbent party’s percent of the major-party vote in presidential elections from 1948-2012. We 
include a measure of economic growth (the change in gross domestic product from the first 
quarter to the third quarter of the election year), the president’s approval rating as of June of the 
election year, and whether the incumbent party had served one term or two or more terms in the 
White House. 
 
  

																																																								
46 Balz, Dan. 2014. “The Republican Party’s uphill path to 270 electoral votes in the 2016 
elections.” Washington Post, January 18. https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/the-gops-
uphill-path-to-270-in-2016/2014/01/18/9404eb06-7fcf-11e3-93c1-0e888170b723_story.html. 
Halperin, Mark. 2015. “The Most Likely Next President Is Hillary Clinton.” Bloomberg, October 
26. http://www.bloomberg.com/politics/articles/2015-10-26/the-most-likely-next-president-is-
hillary-clinton  
47 Abramowitz, Alan I. 2008. “Forecasting the 2008 Presidential Election with the Time-for-
Change Model.” PS: Political Science and Politics 41(4): 691–95. Nannestad, Peter and Martin 
Paldam. 2002. “The Cost of Ruling: A Foundation Stone for Two Theories.” In Hans Dorussen 
and Michaell Taylor (eds.), Economic Voting. London: Routledge. Wlezien, Christopher. 2016. 
“Policy (Mis)Representation and The Costs of Ruling.” Comparative Political Studies, forthcoming. 
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Figure 8. The Relationship Between Economic Growth and Presidential Election 
Outcomes 

 
The results are intuitive. For every percent increase in gross domestic product over these 
quarters, the incumbent party’s share of the vote increases by 1.7 points. For every 5-point 
increase in presidential approval, the incumbent party’s vote share increases by 1 point. The 
“time for a change” factor imposes a significant penalty: an incumbent party seeking its third (or 
greater) term receives 3.7 points less of the vote.48 
 
If we assume that the election year would resemble the end of 2015—when gross domestic 
product had grown by about 0.74 percentage points in the last two quarters of the year, and 
when Obama had an approval rating of about 45%—this model would actually favor the 
Republican candidate. The predicted vote share of the Democratic candidate would be 48%. To be 
sure, the forecast comes with uncertainty: the 95% confidence interval spans 41% to 58%. But a 
48% vote share still implies that the Republicans’ chances of victory would be well above 50%—
closer to 75%, in fact. 
 
The same finding emerges if we substitute a different measure of the economy—change in real 
disposable income per capita from the first to third quarters of the election year. Assuming that 
disposable income would grow as fast as it did in the last two quarters of 2015 (just under 1 
percent), this model predicts a somewhat closer election, with the Democratic candidate winning 
49%, but this would still imply that the Republican candidate had about a 62% chance of 
winning. 
 

																																																								
48 Another factor that may also matter is whether the incumbent president is running for 
reelection, since incumbents appear to have certain advantages and therefore win more often 
than they lose. In post-WWII elections, incumbency appears less important than the number of 
terms that the president’s party has controlled the White House, but in a larger set of presidential 
elections it appears more significant: on average, incumbents received an additional 2.5 points of 
vote share in presidential elections between 1828-2004 (see Mayhew, David R. 2008. 
“Incumbency Advantage in U.S. Presidential Elections: The Historical Record.” Political Science 
Quarterly 123(2): 201-228). Thus, in 2016, the incumbent Democratic Party would expect to be at 
a disadvantage not only because it was seeking a third term, but because there was no 
Democratic incumbent running. 
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There is nothing magical about this kind of forecasting model or any such model.49 We do not 
believe that such models are perfect predictors, tell us everything about presidential elections, or 
imply that the campaign is irrelevant. Figure 8, for example, shows that election outcomes vary 
quite a bit from a prediction based solely on changes in the economy. 
 
But these models do provide a useful baseline. It is significant, then, that so many observers were 
more bullish on the Democrats than these fundamentals would suggest, based on at least the past 
17 presidential elections. What might create this discrepancy? 
 
One potential factor is the changing demographic composition of the electorate. White 
Americans were expected to comprise only about 70% of the electorate in 2016—a 13 
percentage-point decline since Bill Clinton won reelection in 1996. Much of that decline was due 
to the expanding Latino and Asian American shares of the electorate. And with both Latinos and 
Asian Americans around 30 percentage points more likely than white to have voted Democratic 
in 2012, the changing demographic compositions of the electorate may put the Democrats at a 
greater advantage than they had been in recent elections.  
 
The question, however, was whether increased Democratic support from non-white voters may 
be offset by greater Republican support and higher turnout from whites.50 But in 2015, the 
prevailing concern was that Republicans would be on the losing end of the country’s changing 
demography. As Republican Senator Lindsay Graham put it in June 2015, “My party is in a hole 
with Hispanics—the first rule of politics when you’re in a hole is stop digging.”51 
 
Conclusion 
In early 2016, two Washington Post writers, David Maraniss and Robert Samuels, set out to gauge 
the mood of Americans by traveling the country for over a month.52 What they found was much 
more that simple “anger.” What they found sounded like ambivalence: 
 

“For every disgruntled person out there who felt undone by the system and 
threatened by the way the country was changing, caught in the bind of stagnant 
wages or longing for an America of the past, we found someone who had 
endured decades of discrimination and hardship and yet still felt optimistic 
about the future and had no desire to go back. In this season of discontent, 
there were still as many expressions of hope as of fear. On a larger level, there 
were as many communities enjoying a sense of revival as there were fighting 
against deterioration and despair.” 

 
This is precisely what we have documented quantitatively. The economy had improved since the 
Great Recession and voters realized it, but their assessments of Barack Obama and the country 
as a whole were less favorable than the economy alone might have predicted. At the same time, 

																																																								
49 For an excellent critique and extension, see Lauderdale, Benjamin E., and Drew Linzer. 2015. 
“Under-performing, Over-performing, or just Performing? The Limitations of Fundamentals-
based Presidential Election Forecasting.” International Journal of Forecasting 31(3): 965.79. 
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however, there was little evidence of any increase in “voter anger.” Relative to the previous 
several years, Americans were not more likely to express negative views of the country’s 
direction, the government, or Obama. These sentiments had not become more prevalent heading 
into the election year, although they were prevalent enough to help candidates who could tap 
into them. 
 
Underlying dissatisfaction with Obama, as well as any broader anger in the electorate, were both 
partisanship and race. Republicans felt less favorably about the economy than did Democrats, 
and their persistent disapproval helps explain why Obama’s approval ratings had not increased 
even as the economy improved. Moreover, race and racial attitudes were now more strongly 
correlated with partisanship and many other attitudes.  
 
These trends presaged very different dynamics in the Democratic and Republican parties. Even 
before the primary got fully underway, significant fractions of Republicans already expressed 
both economic discontent and unfavorable attitudes toward African-Americans, immigrants, and 
Muslims. Democrats, by contrast, felt more favorably about conditions in the country and were 
increasingly beholden to a coalition comprised of racially liberal whites and minorities. 
 
Looking toward the general election, the American public’s ambivalence, coupled with the 
challenge of winning a third term, should have made the election a toss-up and perhaps even 
given the Republicans the advantage. But Democrats seemed poised to benefit from an 
increasingly diverse electorate. Perhaps for this reason, many observers and forecasters gave the 
Democratic Party an edge early in the election year. 
 
There was, then, the makings of a striking irony: that an allegedly angry electorate seeking “a 
major reset” would end up returning the incumbent party to the White House for an unusual 
third term in a row. 
 


