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SYMPOSIUM

This symposium presents seven presidential 
election forecasting models and their predic-

tions of the popular two-party vote in the 2004 
election. The modern age of election forecasting 
is now into its third decade.1 Models have been 
tested quite publicly in the heat of battle—with 
some doing well, others not quite so well, and 
still others making way for new models.2 In this 
introduction, I provide a brief overview of the 
models, a summary of this year’s forecasts, and 
some thoughts about how the forecasts should 
be judged.

Overview of the 2004 Forecasts
As will be evident in reviewing the articles 

that follow, the models are a diverse lot. Even 
so, they share some common features. First, 
with the exception of Norpoth’s and Locker-
bie’s, all use some measure of public opinion 
in generating their prediction. Among these, 
other than my model, all use a measure of the 
public’s approval of the president’s job perfor-

mance. Second, most use 
some measure of the state 
of the economy leading into 
the campaign—Norpoth’s 
model again being the 
exception. Among the 
others, some use objective 

measures (Abramowitz’, Wlezien and Erikson’s, 
and my model) others use subjective measures 
(Holbrook’s and Lockerbie’s), and one uses 
both (Lewis-Beck and Tien’s). Finally, in one 
way or another (often implicitly through the 
constant term), the models take into account the 
advantage of presidential incumbency. Apart 
from these common general features, the models 
differ substantially in their complexity, in their 
track records of errors, in when they offer a 
forecast, and in the span of elections they use 
to estimate the forecast equation. Of paramount 
interest now, of course, is whether the models 
differ in their forecast for this year and what the 
forecasts are for the Bush v. Kerry contest.

Table 1 presents a summary of this year’s 
forecasts for the seven models in this sympo-
sium.3 The forecasts of the two-party division 
of the national popular vote between George W. 
Bush and John Kerry range from a prediction of 
49.9 to 57.6% for Bush. In the spirit of Bartels 
and Zaller’s (2001) maxim that multiple models 
are better than one, the median forecast of the 
group is 53.8% for President Bush.

Evaluating Election Forecasts
After the election, some of us will look back 

at these forecasts to gauge their accuracy. In 
anticipation of these evaluations and to help set 
reasonable expectations, I want to offer a few 
ideas about assessing the accuracy of the elec-
tion forecasts.

First, the forecasts cannot be fairly judged by 
whether they predicted the candidate who won 
the election. The forecasting models are not 
constructed to predict the winning candidate, or 
even the candidate receiving the plurality of the 
national popular vote—though that is the ques-
tion of obvious interest for which the forecasts 
may be used.4 Each model predicts the share of 
the national two-party popular vote for the can-
didates of the major parties; so their evaluation 
should be based on their success in predicting 
the vote. A forecast that correctly identifi es the 
candidate with the vote plurality but misses the 
actual vote percentage by a wide margin has 
performed poorly. Conversely, a forecast that 
incorrectly identifi es the plurality winner but is 
close to the actual vote ought to be counted as 
doing well.

Second, and following from the fi rst point, the 
forecasts should not be judged as simply right or 
wrong. The accuracy or inaccuracy of a forecast 
is a matter of degree. A forecast in a given 
election is within X points of the actual vote or 
off by Y points. While there is an impulse to 
declare outright winners and losers, forecasts are 
not reasonably judged so simply.

Third, since no model claims perfection, each 
forecast expects to be wrong to some degree. 
Each freely admits that there are unantici-
pated (even unanticipatable) developments in a 
campaign that cause votes to shift here or there. 
One reason for forecast imperfection is the 
imperfection in the data that goes into making 
the forecast. Whether models use preference 
polls, presidential approval ratings, or consumer 
confi dence ratings, poll numbers are imperfect 
estimates of the electorate’s thinking. Moreover, 
polling practices and the conditions under which 
the polls are conducted have changed over the 
years, making comparability over time less than 
perfect. Many of the models also use economic 
data (though this is rarely the dominant element 
of the forecast) and, as the continual revision 
of economic series attests, economic data is far 
from perfect.5 Until recently, for instance, the 
Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) fi gured 
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that GDP in the fi rst half of 1948 (leading into the Truman-Dewey 
contest) was growing at a healthy 4.1% rate. The BEA’s latest se-
ries indicates that this greatly understated growth at the outset of 
the 1948 campaign. The BEA now fi gures that the economy was 
growing at a sizzling 6.8%, a revision that helps explain Truman’s 
miraculous comeback—but this type of long-after-the-fact cor-
rection is of no help in forecasting. Then there are differences in 
the performances of the candidates (huffi ng and puffi ng debaters 
and the like), events that arise in the course of the campaigns, and 
an occasional September or October surprise. In short, a forecast 
based on the strongest model possible is only dead-on target by 
luck. Of course there can be bad luck as well. A generally strong 
model can be off the mark on any given Election Day.

Fourth, some forecasts may be more accurate than others. It is 
disconcerting how frequently the forecasts are lumped together in 
one evaluation. The models are a diverse lot and, as in past years, 
the forecasts from different models will differ—so should their 
assessments. In the 2000 election, the forecasts ranged over a 
span of 9.5 percentage points (7.5% if you exclude economist Ray 
Fair’s forecast). Despite this wide range, more often than not, it 
was one evaluation fi ts all. Each forecast ought to be evaluated on 
its own merits. As in every other fi eld of research, some models 
may “go out of business” while others thrive.

Fifth, to note that some forecasting errors should be expected 
and that the errors are a matter of degree rather than of simply 
right or wrong is not to let the forecasts off the hook. Several 

benchmarks can be used to gauge the 
accuracy of the predictions. The most 
generous of these are the naive guess-
es. If you knew absolutely nothing 
about the recent history of presidential 
elections, you would guess that the in-
party candidate would receive 50% of 
the two-party vote. The average error 
of this guess from 1948 to 2000 would 
be 4.8 percentage points. A slightly 
less naive guess does no better. Since 
1948, we know that the in-party candi-
date has received, on average, 52.5% 
of the vote. The average error of using 
this as our forecast would also be 4.8 
percentage points. In some elections, 
these guesses have been much farther 
off the mark. Both naive guesses have 
been wrong by more than 7 percentage 
points in four of the last 14 elections.

At a minimum we should expect 
forecasts to be more accurate than 
naive guesses, but  we should expect 
more than the minimum. Higher (but 
still reasonable) standards are offered 
by the preference polls at the time of 
the forecast. Forecasts produced by a 
model should be generally more accu-
rate than what you could obtain from 
picking up the newspaper and reading 
the latest preference poll from when 

the forecast was made. For the very early forecasts, however, this 
standard is of no value. The preference polls before the conven-
tions have typically been less accurate than the naive guesses. 
The poll standard is of greater value for forecasts issued after the 
conventions. Preference polls (Gallup polls since 1948) conducted 
after the conventions have averaged a 4.4 percentage point error 
and preference polls around Labor Day have averaged a 3.9 point 
error.6 

Preference polls conducted just before Election Day or even 
after the election offer the most demanding standard for com-
parison. In elections since 1948, the fi nal pre-election Gallup 
poll has an error of 2.1 percentage points of the two-party vote. 
The post-election NES survey is actually a bit less accurate. The 
mean absolute error of the NES study (since 1952), conducted 
after the election, is 2.4 percentage points. Based on their reported 
out-of-sample errors, several of the models producing forecasts 
several months before Election Day offer a comparable degree 
of accuracy to the polls conducted within hours of the election or 
the NES post-election surveys conducted in the weeks after the 
election.7

With all of these standards, however, we are dealing with aver-
ages and not performance in any particular election. Still, these 
benchmarks provide some bearings. Barring another disputed 
election imbroglio, we will know by November 3rd how the fore-
casts for this year measured up.

Table 1 
The Forecasts of the National Two-Party Presidential Vote in 2004

       Probability Estimate 
       that the Vote will be   
   Predicted Vote Date of  Greater than 50% for
Forecaster  for G. W. Bush Forecast  the Candidate Favored

Abramowitz                      53.7  7/31/04  –

Campbell  53.8  9/6/04  97%

Wlezien and Erikson 51.7 to 52.9 8/27/04  75%

Holbrook  54.5  8/30/04  92%
      
Lewis-Beck and Tien 49.9  8/27/04  50%

Lockerbie  57.6  5/21/04  92%

Norpoth  54.7  1/29/04*  95% 

The Median Forecast 53.8     –

*This was conditional on Senator Kerry being named as the Democratic Party’s presidential 
candidate.

Notes
1. Among the earliest of modern forecasting studies of the presidential vote 

were Fair 1978; Sigelman 1979; Brody and Sigelman 1983; Lewis-Beck and 
Rice 1983; and Rosenstone 1983.

2. Many of the models in this symposium offered forecasts for the 1996 
election in a special issue of American Politics Quarterly. Post-mortems were 

published in Campbell and Garand 2000. Post-mortems of the 2000 forecasts 
were published in both American Politics Quarterly and in PS: Political Sci-
ence and Politics. Several of the models have been amended, though the basic 
thrusts of most of the models are unchanged. I adjusted the second quarter 
GDP growth for non-incumbent candidates of the in-party. Lockerbie simpli-
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