The 2014 Midterm Election

Forecasts

Introduction
JamesE. Campbell, University at Buffalo, SUNY

n about two months, more than 9o million Americans
(roughly 40% of those eligible to vote) will elect 435
members of the US House of Representatives and 36
members of the US Senate. The results of this midterm
election will go along way in determining the direction

and extent of political change during the next two years. At
present, like the nation itself, Congress is divided. Democrats
hold a majority in the Senate, Republicans a majority in the
House. To take control of the House, Democrats must gain
17 seats beyond the 201 they won in 2012 or 19 more than their
current 199 seats (with three vacancies). Republicans must pick
up six seats to regain their Senate majority. The Senate’s current
party division is 53 Democrats and 45 Republicans. The
two independents who caucus with the Democrats and the vice
presidential tie-breaker put the Republicans’ magic number at six.
This symposium brings together five election forecasting
models that predict the election’s national outcome for the major
parties. This is the sixth American national election forecasting
symposium published in PS: Political Science and Politics and the
third focusing on midterm election forecasts.* Along with my fore-
casts, the symposium includes predictions from Alan Abramowitz;
the team of Michael Lewis-Beck and Charles Tien; the team of
Joseph Bafumi, Robert Erikson, and Christopher Wlezien; and the
team of Benjamin Highton, Eric McGhee, and John Sides. Before
delving into the articles that give the details of the forecasting
models and their specific predictions for 2014, T provide a general
perspective on the forecasts by setting the 2014 election in its
contexts—the broad historical context, its intermediate context,
and the precampaign political climate that has developed this year.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The broad historical context this year favors the Republicans.
Based solely on the historical record of the presidential party
in midterm elections, Democrats would appear to have virtually
no chance of gaining 17 seats in the House. Since the Civil War,
the president’s party has gained House seats in only three mid-
term elections and has never gained more than 10 seats. In the
last seven midterm elections (1986 to 2010), House seat change
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for the president’s party has ranged from a gain of eight seats
in 2002 to a loss of 64 in 2010. The median seat swing in this
period is an eight-seat loss in 1990. It would be unprecedented
for Republicans to lose their House majority in 2014.
Although the majority is unlikely to change in the House,
which party will emerge from the election with control of the
Senate is much less clear. Again, simply based on the histori-
cal record, Republicans stand a realistic chance of achieving a
Senate majority. There is ample precedent in midterm elections
for the out-party to gain six seats. In the 25 midterm elections
conducted since the popular election of senators in 1912, the
out-party has (surprisingly) gained a net of six or more Senate
seats about half of the time (12 of the 25). Focusing on more
recent midterm elections, the president’s party has lost six or
more seats in four of the seven midterms from 1986 to 2010.
In a presidential party’s second midterm or more, like 2014,
with surge and decline in Senate elections on a six-year timetable
and with second-term presidents bearing clearer responsibil-
ity for grievances, the in-party’s prospects may be particularly
bleak (Abramowitz, Cover, and Norpoth 1986;J. Campbell 1997;
Grofman, Brunell, and Koetzle 1998; Petrocik and Steeper 1986).
Since 1912, of the 14 midterms in a party’s second presidential
term or more, the out-party has gained six seats or more nearly
two-thirds of the time (9 of 14). As the out-party, Republicans
gained six or more Senate seats in the midterms of 1918 (6 seats),
1938 (6), 1942 (10), and 1946 (13). Democrats as the out-party
gained six or more Senate seats in the midterms of 1926 (6 seats),
1930 (8),1958 (15),1986 (8),and 2006 (6). In another two midterms
(1950 and 1974) six or more years into a party’s presidential
tenure, the out-party gained five seats. In short, from a historical
standpoint, a six-seat or larger gain in Senate seats for the
Republicans this year would not be at all unusual.

INTERMEDIATE CONTEXT

The intermediate context of the election suggests that change
in 2014, at least in the House, is likely to be small. American
politics is now nationally hypercompetitive and very polarized
(Abramowitz 2010, Pew 2014). Macropartisanship is near
parity with a slight tilt to the Democrats, but aggregate political
ideologies make up for this with a Republican-favoring tilt to
the conservatives (Campbell 2010).

Despite the 2006, 2008, and 2010 elections being big change
“wave” elections (with 2010 producing a Republican tidal wave of
more than a 60-seat swing), the median seat swing in congressional
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elections in the last three decades has been in single digits
(7 or 8 seats). Since 1984, presidential elections have been
unusually close contests, with neither party’s presidential
candidate receiving as much as 55% of the two-party vote.
This situation has tended to produce smaller than normal
presidential surges and smaller than normal midterm declines
(A. Campbell 1960; J. Campbell 1997). The 2012 presidential
election fits the mold of a small surge election with President
Obama’s two-party popular vote reaching only 52%. The near
absence of split-result districts in 2012 reflects the extent of
party polarization and the competitive balance of the realigned
parties as well as the closeness of the 2012 presidential con-
test. In House races, split-result congressional districts are
rare. There are fewer split-result districts now (26 in 2012)
than at any point since 1920. Neither party holds many seats
on what might be regarded as the other party’s turf—in the
House. With no apparent disruptive wave on the horizon and
nowave in 2012 to recede from, the House looks to be already
much where we would expect it to be.

The Senate, however, is another matter. While split-result
districts in the House are few and far between, six of the

POLITICAL CLIMATE

Finally, the political climate of the 2014 midterm election
favors Republicans, but not overwhelmingly so. The best over-
all indicator of the political climate is the president’s approval
rating (Tufte 1975).3 President Obama’s approval rating dipped
into the low-40% range in midsummer. Since the only presi-
dential parties to have gained seats in midterm elections had
presidents with approval ratings in the mid-60% range, on bal-
ance, President Obama and his record appears to be a liability
for Democratic Party candidates. With the economic recovery
remaining anemic, the economy shrinking in the first quarter
of the year (real GDP change in the first quarter was -2.9%),
and a series of controversies besetting the president’s second
term (including the Benghazi investigation, the Internal Rev-
enue Service’s targeting of conservative groups, the National
Security Agency’s broad wire-tapping program, the Veteran’s
Administration scandal, the prisoner trade with the Taliban,
and the unraveling of the situation in Iraq), prospects for an
improved political climate for Democrats and significantly
improved approval ratings for the president are poor. It is dif-
ficult to gain ground when you are continually playing defense.

The overall context of the 2014 midterm suggests that it is likely to be a generally good
year for Republicans and a rough one for Democrats—but these are general impressions.

Senate seats up for Democrats were in states carried solidly by
Mitt Romney in the 2012 presidential election. Democrats are
attempting to hold Senate seats in Alaska, Arkansas, Louisiana,
Montana, South Dakota, and West Virginia. In 2012, Romney
received at least 57% of the two-party vote in each of these
six states. Three of them are now open seats (South Dakota,
West Virginia, and, after an appointed senator’s withdrawal
from the race, Montana). Like the broad historical context,
the intermediate context looks favorable for Senate Repub-
licans this year.

Table 1

Summary of the 2014 Midterm
Congressional Election Forecasts

PREDICTED
DEMOCRATIC PARTY SEAT
CHANGE

FORECASTER(S) HOUSE SENATE
Abramowitz -4 -50r-6
Bafumi, Erikson, and Wlezien -14 na
Campbell -16 -8
Highton, McGhee, and Sides =11 -5
Lewis-Beck and Tien =15 na
Median -14 -50r-6
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The overall context of the 2014 midterm suggests that it
is likely to be a generally good year for Republicans and a
rough one for Democrats—but these are general impressions.
The forecasts in the following five articles of this symposium
provide more systematic and specific evaluations of where
the election is likely to leave the parties. Table 1 summarizes
the bottom-line predictions of these forecast models. The
House election forecasts range from Republican Party gains
of 4 to 16 seats. The median forecast is a Republican gain of
14 seats. None predict Democrats retaking the House. Of the
three models forecasting the Senate election, forecasts range
from Republican gains of 5 or 6 seats to as many as 8 seats.
One forecasts a new Republican majority in the Senate, and two
see control of the Senate as a toss-up. That is the overview—
now let’s take a look at the forecasts. m

NOTES

1. My first midterm forecast and postelection review was of the 1986 election
(Campbell 1986 and 1987), although much earlier midterm forecasting
forays had been attempted (Bean 1948; Press 1956). The first election
forecasting symposium published before the election was of the 1996
election and was published in American Politics Quarterly (Campbell and
Garand 1996). The first PS forecasting collection was of the 2004 election.
Subsequent preelection symposia followed by postelection recaps were
published in 2006 (a small group), 2008, 2010, and 2012. In 2001, PS
published a set of postelection “postmortem” articles on the 2000 election’s
forecasts.

2. These seat changes are calculated from election to election rather than
taking any intervening special elections into account.

3. The president’s approval rating is a strong indicator of the political climate,
but it is often read naively as though 50% was at all times a magic, politically
neutral point. Midterm seat-change history (1998 and 2002) suggests that
the politically neutral level of presidential approval around midterms is in
the mid to high 60% range.
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