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ABSTRACT 
 

The following paper attempts to better understand why �wave elections occur 

by comparing the 2006 election with the wave election of 1994 when the Democratic 

and Republican roles were reversed and to compare the effectiveness of traditional 

polling methods utilizing 4 point scales with 7 point scales to determine if the later 

are able to more effectively explain the mood of the electorate, vote selection, and 

seat change.  The results suggest that 7 point scales offer a richer explanation of an 

individual�s views than 7 point scales do.  7 point scales seem to provide more 

opportunity for individuals to express nuanced opinions than traditional 4 point 

scales, and my findings indicate that these nuances are related to an individual�s vote 

in an election.   
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

"Ronald Reagan has been re-elected, not once but hundreds of times... 

American voters sent to Washington and the statehouses and legislatures of 

America an army of soldiers who will fight to finish the revolution President 

Reagan began."1 

-- Edwin J. Feulner Jr., president of the Heritage Foundation: January, 1 1995 

 
�We're about to enter another of those periods without a dominant ideology. It's 

clear that this election will mark the end of conservative dominance. This 

election is a period, not a comma in political history.�  

--David Brooks, New York Times columnist: October 26, 2006 

 

On the first Tuesday after the first Monday of November 2006, the Democrats 

took over both chambers of Congress in the first �wave� election since 1994.  

Democrats picked up 6 governorships, 31 seats in the House, and 6 seats in the Senate 

to wrest control of both chambers of Congress from the Republicans.  In �94, 

Republicans gained 11 governorships, 52 seats in the House, and 8 seats in the Senate. 

Disaffection surrounding the war in Iraq is largely credited for the 

Congressional flip, but what other factors played a role in creating the environment 
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that made it possible for Democrats to retake both chambers?  And how does this wave 

election compare to the Republican takeover in �94? 

Polling has traditionally utilized 4 point scales to measure favorability, job 

approval, and issue importance, along with the traditional two point �right track/ wrong 

direction� measure to gauge the mood of the electorate.  

Academic research surrounding Congressional elections has been somewhat 

less limited employing a variety of different measures, but has focused primarily on 

theories of surge and decline, the impact of presidential approval, party id, incumbency 

advantage, economic factors and to a more limited extent Congressional approval to 

explain vote selection and seat change in Congressional elections. 

The following research utilizes data from a post election poll conducted by 

Penn, Schoen, and Berland to compare the 2006 Democratic wave election with the 

1994 Republican wave election and evaluate the two aforementioned issues with 

traditional polling methods and research surrounding Congressional elections research.   

                                                                                                                                        

1 Berke, R. (January, 1 1995). The Nation; Epic Political Realignments Often Aren�t. The New 
York Times 
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Research objectives 
1. Better understand why �wave elections occur by comparing the 2006 election 

with the wave election of 1994 when the Democratic and Republican roles 

were reversed 

2. Compare the effectiveness of traditional polling methods utilizing 4 point 

scales with 7 point scales to determine if the later are able to more effectively 

explain the mood of the electorate, vote selection, and seat change 
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Chapter 2.  Literature review: Wave elections and a review of 1994 
elections research 

Surge, decline and Presidential coattails in wave elections 
The party of the President typically picks up seats during Presidential election 

years and loses seats during midterm elections.  An increase in partisan turnout for a 

presidential candidate impacts the down ticket races increasing the number of House 

seats won by the president�s party.  In off year elections, because of reduced turnout, 

the party of the president traditionally loses seats.2  Prior to 1994 the �President�s party 

lost seats in all but one of the thirty-three midterm elections since 1862.�3 

In a review of the 1994 midterm election Campbell suggests that while surge 

and decline can help explain the Democrats loss the magnitude of the loss was far 

larger than traditional models of surge and decline would predict.  This is particularly 

true because of the small margin by which Clinton won in 1992.  In a Presidential 

election year, the larger the margin of victory for a President the larger the gains for the 

President�s party in Congress and the greater the loss during off election years. 

Following from this, Clinton�s slim margin of victory in 1992 (winning with 

53.5% of the vote, 1.5 percentage points below the average margin of victory for prior 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

2 Campbell, J.The Revised Theory of Surge and Decline. American Journal of Political Science. 
Vol 31, No 4. 

3 Campbell, J. The Presidential Pulse and the 1994 Midterm Congressional Election. The 
Journal of Politics. (1997). Vol 59, No 3. 
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Presidential elections) should have tempered the corresponding losses in the �94 

midterm elections.  4 

The impact of surge and decline, however, is mediated by presidential approval 

in off years and the margin of victory during presidential election years.  A popular 

president is likely to see less of a decline in midterm elections than that of an 

unpopular one all else being equal.  Campbell has documented that �every additional 

percentage point of approval in the Gallop Poll at the midterm reduces presidential 

losses by about one seat.�5   

According to NES data Clinton�s approval rating in �94 was at 48%6.  Given 

Clinton�s low (albeit not dismal) approval ratings it is little surprise that many 

candidates attempted to tie their opponent to the unpopular president.  Brady et al. 

analyzed the �Clinton factor� in �94 and found that only 58.3% of Democrats who won 

in �92 by less than 55% won again in �94.  Voting record analysis (Brady p 359-360) 

Brady et al. goes on to describe the typical campaign tactics used by 

Republican challengers against their democratic opponents.   He cites a CQ article 

describing a commercial in Arizona�s first district where a picture of the Democratic 

incumbent morphs into President Clinton. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

4 Campbell, J. The Presidential Pulse and the 1994 Midterm Congressional Election. The 
Journal of Politics. (1997). Vol 59, No 3. 

5 Campbell, J. The Presidential Pulse and the 1994 Midterm Congressional Election. The 
Journal of Politics. (1997). Vol 59, No 3. 
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As Republican�s worked to tie their challengers to Clinton, many Democrats 

worked to distance themselves.  Brady et al provides a telling example of a commercial 

run by Ohio Democrat David Mann ran in the �94 race: 

�Clinton and the Congressional leadership�s tax increase � against.  Clinton 

and the leadership�s $18 billion pork barrel program � against.  Clinton government 

takeover of health care � against.� 

The incumbency advantage (and disadvantage) 
In addition to presidential approval, incumbency status also mediates the effect 

of surge and decline.  The incumbency advantage is well document in Congressional 

elections research.  In Congressional elections the surest bet is that an incumbent will 

retain their seat.  Most years, 9 in 10 incumbents are reelected.7    

In wave elections, however, the traditional value of incumbency is often 

tempered.  This was certainly the case in �94 when support for the unpopular president 

and his policies dampened the traditional incumbency advantage in moderate and 

conservative districts.8 

                                                                                                                                        

6 Abramowitz, A. The End of the Democratic Era? 1994 and the Future of Congressional 
Election Research. Political Research Quarterly. (1995). Vol 48, No 4. 

7 Jacobson, G. (1992). The Politics of Congressional Elections, 3rd ed. New York: Harper 
Collins 

8 Brady, D. et all.  The Perils of Presidential Support: How the Republicans Took the House in 
the 1994 Midterm Elections. Political Behavior. (1996). Vol 18, No 4. 



 

7 

As Brady et al. explains, typically the incumbent advantage results in a 

�retirement slump� for districts that see an incumbent member of Congress retire � in 

other words, the vote share for the party of the retiring incumbent decreases.9   

Additionally the incumbent advantage typically means that sophomore Congressmen 

and women typically see a surge in their vote share during their second election. 

Prior to �94 the average retirement slump had been approximately 10% while 

the sophomore surge had been around 8%.10  In �94 the incumbent effect was down 

significantly� the slump to approximately 8% and the surge to about 4%.11 

Jacobson offers an interesting perspective of how, in many districts, the 

incumbent advantage was turned on its head: 

�The House Democrats� customary strategy of emphasizing the projects, grants, 

and programs they have brought to the district and the value of their experience and 

seniority not only failed but was turned against them.  The more they reminded people 

of pork and clout, the more they revealed themselves as insiders, that loathed class of 

career politicians.�12 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

9 Brady, D. et all.  The Perils of Presidential Support: How the Republicans Took the House in 
the 1994 Midterm Elections. Political Behavior. (1996). Vol 18, No 4. 

10 Alford J. & Brady D. (1993). Personal and partisan advantage in U.S. House elections, 1846-
1992. In Lawerence C. Dodd and Bruce I. Oppenheimer (eds.), Congress Reconsidered, 5th ed. 
Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly Press, pp. 141-157 

11 Brady, D. et all.  The Perils of Presidential Support: How the Republicans Took the House in 
the 1994 Midterm Elections. Political Behavior. (1996). Vol 18, No 4. 

12 Jacobson, G. The 1994 House Elections in Perspective. Political Science Quarterly. (1996). 
Vol 111, No 2 



 

8 

Ideological realignment and party politics 
While incumbency is the single best predictor of a candidate�s chances for 

victory, party id is the single best predictor of voter�s candidate selection.  In 1990 

Democrats had a 15 point lead over the Republicans in terms of party identification.  

By �94 that lead dropped to 3 percentage points.13   

Prior to 1994 Democrats held a number of seats in districts that tended to vote 

for Republican presidents.  The balancing of party id seems linked with the ideological 

shift that occurred.14 The �realignment� of the �94 election suggested to some that what 

was seen as a decline in �party politics� had come to an end.  A realignment had 

occurred.  Bartels charts the fluctuation of partisanship and voting behavior between 

1952-1996 and argues that by 1994 a resurgence in party voting had occurred.15 

A probit analysis by Abramowitz of voting decisions between 1982 and 1994 

showed the increased role of party id and ideology in determining an individual�s vote 

for the House of Representatives.  The coefficient on party id in �82 was .342 (the 

lowest was in 1986 at .275).  By �94 it had risen to .352.   There was a similar increase 

in ideology rising from .009 in �82 (this was also the lowest in the time periods tested) 

rising to .178 in 1994. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

13 Abramowitz, A. The End of the Democratic Era? 1994 and the Future of Congressional 
Election Research. Political Research Quarterly. (1995). Vol 48, No 4. 

14 Abramowitz, A. The End of the Democratic Era? 1994 and the Future of Congressional 
Election Research. Political Research Quarterly. (1995). Vol 48, No 4. 
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Economy 
The health of the economy plays a role in most elections.  Romero and 

Stambough point out there is largely agreement that on the aggregate level �economic 

performance is related to the vote�.  In a pooled analysis of elections between 1980-

1990 Romero and Stambough found that an individual level analysis of economic 

factors on a House vote matched aggregate-level analysis.16   

Campbell argues that the state of the economy is the third most useful indicator 

(after prior Presidential vote and Presidential approval ratings) of losses for the 

President�s party.  Improving economic conditions did not play the positive role for the 

Democrats in 1994 that would traditionally be expected.   

In 1994, economic indicators favored the incumbent Democrats �annual 

economic growth (Real Disposable Income Per Capita -- RDIPC) in 1994 was 2.5% 

compared to an average midterm growth rate of 1.4% (from 1946 to 1994).�17 

However, Jacobson�s analysis of the �94 elections highlights the economic 

discontent felt by most of the middle class.  He argues that most of the benefits of the 

growing economy in the first two years of Clinton�s term went to the most well off and 

                                                                                                                                        

15 Bartels, L. Partisanship and Voting Behavior, 1952-1996. American Journal of Political 
Science. (2000). Vol 44, No 1 

16 Romero, D. & Stambough, S. Personal Economic Well-Being and the Individual Vote for 
Congress: A Pooled Analysis, 1980-1990. Political Research Quarterly, Vol 49, No 3. 

17 Campbell, J. The Presidential Pulse and the 1994 Midterm Congressional Election. The 
Journal of Politics. (1997). Vol 59, No 3. 
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that the middle class largely felt their economic wellbeing was unstable.  �94 exit polls 

show that 75% of voters said they were no better off financially than they were 2 years 

ago.18 

Stonecash and Mariani looked at the role of the economy from a slightly 

different angle arguing that what characterized the �94 election more than anything else 

was that higher income whites moved solidly into the conservative republican camp 

while lower income whites moved solidly into the democratic one - a realignment 

along class lines.19 

Congressional approval 
Congressional approval has received less attention as a factor in Congressional 

seat change.  However, Finocchiario looked at the relationship between perceptions of 

the institution of Congress prior to an election and the resulting gain or loss of seats for 

an incumbent president. In his analysis of Congressional approval on seat change, 

Finocchiario modeled seat change as a function of a number of variables including 

Congressional approval.   

His modeled showed that approval of Congress was statistically significantly 

correlated with seat change in the House.  He determined that �as Congress� approval 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

18 Jacobson, G. The 1994 House Elections in Perspective. Political Science Quarterly. (1996). 
Vol 111, No 2 

19 Stonecash, J. & Mariani, M.Repulican Gains in the House in the 1994 Elections: Class 
Polarization in American Politics.Political Science Quarterly.(2000). Vol 115, No 1. 
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ratings increase one percentage point, the president can expect to gain slightly more 

than one seat in the House, all else being equal.�20 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

20 Finocchiaro. C. An Institutional View of Congressional Elections: The Impact of 
Congressional Image on Seat Change in the House. Political Research Quarterly, Vol 56, No 1. 



 

12 

Chapter 3.  Research Design 

Penn, Schoen, and Berland conducted a post election poll of 1069 voters, including a 

150 over sample of African Americans and 137 over sample of Hispanics.  Seniors 

(65+) were also quoted to 200.  The poll was conducted between Thursday, November 

9th and Monday, November 13th.  The margin of error for the sample as a whole was 

+/-3.0.  Using 2006 CNN exit polling the data was weighted as follows: 

• Race -- African Americans: 10%, Hispanics: 8% 

• Gender -- Male 49%/ Female 51% 

• Party � Dem: 38%, Ind: 26%, Rep: 36% 

• Age 35-49: 30%, Age: 50-64: 32% 

Hypothesis & Statistical Model 

Evaluating traditional polling measures 

Sample was split into two equal groups to compare the effectiveness of 

traditional polling methods utilizing 4 point scales with 7 point scales. 

Split A saw a series of questions using standard 4 point scales to measure 

favorability, job approval, and issue importance to gauge the mood of the electorate.  

Split B saw the same set of questions but with a 7 point scale. 

 To evaluate the two methodologies I ran logistic regression and stepwise 

analyses.  The independent variables were: Bush job approval, approval of Bush�s 
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handling of the war in Iraq, approval of Bush�s handling of the economy, and approval 

of Bush�s handling of the war on Terror.  The dependent variable was vote for 

Democrat in the House election.   

My hypothesis was that models utilizing the 7 point scale will have better 

predictive power than those utilizing 4 point scales. 

Before discussing the results of my logistic and stepwise analysis, I review a 

series of descriptive statistics looking at which issues were the most salient to the 

electorate in the 2006 midterm elections as well as review descriptive statistics of the 

variables outlined above. 
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Chapter 4.  Results & Analysis 

Looking at the issues that defined the 2006 midterm election 
What issues defined this election?  It is no surprise that the most pressing issue 

in voters� minds in this election was Iraq.  When provide with a list of issue and asked 

to rank each on a scale of very important to not at all important to determining who to 

vote for in the U.S. House elections almost three in four voters (73%) who saw the 4 

point scale and over half (54%) who saw the 7 point scale said Iraq was very important 

to their decision of whom to vote for in the House.  Following a close second was the 

war in Iraq with two in three voters (66%) who saw the 4 point scale and slightly less 

than half (46%) who saw the 4 point scale who said that terrorism and homeland 

security were very important.   

Interestingly, unlike the exit polls, corruption did not rise to the top of the list.  

Only a little more than half of all voters (56%) who saw the 4 point scale and slightly 

less than half (45%) of those who saw the 7 point scale said that corruption was very 

important to their decision for who to vote for in the House.  This was behind the 

economy (65% - 4 point scale), heath care (64% - 4 point scale), social security (62% - 

4 point scale), taxes (61% - 4 point scale), education (59% - 4 point scale), and energy 

(57% - 4 point scale) as an issue voters said was very important in determining their 

vote.   
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Table 1: Please indicate whether each of the following issues was very important, 
somewhat important, not very important, or not at all important to you in determining 
who you voted for in the U.S. House election last Tuesday November 7th. 
 

Very important 
Important/Not important All voters 

War in Iraq  73 
94/6 

Terrorism, homeland security  66 
92/9 

Economy, jobs  65 
94/6 

Healthcare  64 
92/8 

Social Security  62 
90/10 

Taxes  61 
91/8 

Schools, education 59 
89/11 

Energy, gas prices 57 
89/10 

Ethics, corruption  56 
91/10 

Medicare 53 
85/16 

Immigration 51 
81/19 

Prescription drugs 49 
85/14 

Crime, illegal drugs  47 
86/14 

Stem cell research  45 
77/24 

Budget deficit  45 
86/14 

Environment  40 
81/18 
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Abortion  38 
65/36 

Medicaid 37 
75/25 

Trade deficit  30 
71/28 

 
Table 2: On a scale of 1 to 7 please indicate how important each of the following 
issues was to you in determining who to vote for in the U.S. House election last 
Tuesday November 7th. 
 

All Voters 
 7 

very 
important 

6 5 
4 

somewhat 
important 

3 2 
1 

not at all 
important 

War in Iraq  54 20 13 7 2 2 2 

Terrorism, 
homeland 
security 

46 22 14 11 3 2 2 

Ethics, 
corruption  45 23 14 11 3 2 2 

Economy, 
jobs  43 27 14 9 4 2 1 

Schools, 
education  35 26 16 15 4 2 2 

Healthcare  48 21 13 12 2 1 2 
Social 
Security  47 18 17 11 3 2 2 

Medicare  38 21 15 15 5 2 3 

Prescription 
drugs  36 20 16 16 6 2 4 

Medicaid  28 19 18 19 5 5 5 



 

17 

Energy, gas 
prices  38 25 18 14 3 1 2 

Immigration 40 20 14 14 5 3 3 

Crime, 
illegal drugs  32 24 19 16 5 2 2 

Taxes  44 24 14 13 2 1 1 
Environmen
t  27 20 22 18 7 2 4 

Abortion 30 16 10 21 9 7 7 

Stem cell 
research 31 20 16 16 8 4 5 

Budget 
deficit 28 24 19 19 5 3 4 

Trade deficit 17 23 21 23 6 6 5 

Bush approval: comparing 4 & 7 point scales 
Below I�ve included descriptive statistics both for voter�s seeing the 4 point 

scale and voters seeing the 7 point scale on Bush job approval, approval of Bush�s 

handling of the war in Iraq, approval of Bush�s handling of the war on terror, and 

approval of Bush�s handling of the economy.  The cross-tabs are defined as follows: 
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Table 3: Variable definition 

Variable Definition 
All All voters 
M Male 
F Female 
D Democrat 
I Independent 
R Republican 
W White 
B Black 
H Hispanic 

Surge and Decline and Presidential Coattails 

One of the more striking similarities between the �94 elections and those of 

2006 is the anti-Presidential mood that seemed to pervade the electorate.  In 2004 

President Bush won with 51% of the vote, 2.5 percentage points less than President 

Clinton�s slim margin of victory in 1992 (winning with 53.5% of the vote) and 4 

percentage points below the average margin of victory for prior Presidential elections 

prior to �94. 21  Following from the theories of surge and decline this slim margin of 

victory should have tempered the �06 Congressional losses. 

However, like Clinton�s low approval ratings in 1994, President Bush�s dismal 

job approval ratings may have mediated the impact of surge and decline.  Over half of 

all voters (57% - 4 point scale, 54% 7 point scale) said they disapproved of the job 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

21 Campbell, J. The Presidential Pulse and the 1994 Midterm Congressional Election. The 
Journal of Politics. (1997). Vol 59, No 3. 
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President Bush was doing.  Particularly telling are the seven in ten independent voters 

and six in ten Hispanic voters who saw the 4 point scale who said they disapproved of 

the job President Bush was doing.   

Table 4: Thinking in general, would you say that you strongly approve of the job 
George W. Bush is doing as President, somewhat approve, somewhat disapprove or 
strongly disapprove of it? 

 
 All M F D I R W B H 

Strongly 
approve 18 21 16 5 8 39 20 6 22 

Somewhat 
approve 25 23 27 9 22 43 27 10 19 

Somewhat 
disapprove 16 18 13 13 23 12 15 14 26 

Strongly 
disapprove 41 38 44 73 47 6 38 70 34 

 
Table 5: On a scale of 1 to 7, thinking in general, would you say that you approve or 
disapprove of the job George W. Bush is doing as President?   
 

 All M F D I R W B H 
1  Strongly 
approve 11 10 12 3 10 22 13 3 8 

2 9 11 8 2 10 17 10 4 8 
3 15 16 13 4 14 27 15 4 21 
4  neither 
approve nor 
disapprove 

11 10 12 9 11 14 12 3 17 

5 10 11 9 11 7 10 9 15 11 
6 8 7 9 9 5 7 7 7 9 
7   Strongly 
disapprove  36 35 37 62 42 3 34 63 27 
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President Bush: The war in Iraq vs. the against terrorism 

Following from the general disapproval with Bush and the importance of the 

war in Iraq to voters it is somewhat unsurprising that Bush also received low marks on 

his handling of Iraq.  Exactly six in ten voters who saw the 4 point scale and a similar 

61% of voters who saw the 7 point scale said they disapproved of President Bush�s 

handling of Iraq.  Almost half (49% - 4 point scale and 48% who saw the 7 point scale) 

also said they disapproved of his handling of the war against terrorism.   Interestingly, 

the partisan divide is far more pronounced in terms of the President�s handling of the 

war against terrorism than his handling of the war in Iraq.  60% of Democrats who saw 

the 4 point scale said they strongly disapprove of the President�s handling of the war 

against terrorism compared to 54% of Republicans who said they strongly approved.   

46% of Democrats seeing the 7 point scale said they strongly disapproved compared to 

36% of republicans who said they strongly approved.  Only 26% of Republicans said 

they strongly approved of the President�s handling of the war in Iraq compared to 75% 

of Democrats who said they strongly disapproved.  22% of Republicans who saw the 7 

point scale said they strongly approve of the President�s handling of the war in Iraq 

compared to 69% of Democrats who said they strongly disapprove of the President�s 

handling of the war in Iraq. 
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Table 6: Thinking about the war in Iraq, do you strongly approve of George Bush s 
handling of the war in Iraq, somewhat approve, somewhat disapprove or strongly 
disapprove of it? 
 

 All M F D I R W B H 

Strongly 
approve 13 14 12 4 7 26 14 5 15 

Somewhat 
approve 27 29 24 10 19 48 29 9 26 

Somewhat 
disapprove 16 17 15 11 21 17 17 10 15 

Strongly 
disapprove 44 40 48 75 53 9 41 76 43 

 
Table 7: On a scale of 1 to 7, thinking about the war in Iraq, do you approve or 
disapprove of George Bush s handling of the war in Iraq?  
 

 All M F D I R W B H 

1  Strongly 
approve 10 9 11 1 8 22 11 0 3 

2 8 9 6 3 8 13 9 2 7 
3 13 13 13 6 9 25 13 6 25 
4  neither 
approve nor 
disapprove 

7 9 6 3 7 13 8 1 14 

5 10 10 10 10 10 12 10 11 7 
6 9 9 9 9 7 9 8 15 15 
7   Strongly 
disapprove  42 41 43 69 50 7 41 65 29 
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Table 8: Thinking about the war against terrorism, do you strongly approve of George 
Bush s handling of the war against terrorism, somewhat approve, somewhat disapprove 
or strongly disapprove? 
 

 All M F D I R W B H 
Strongly 
approve 26 29 23 5 14 54 28 6 25 

Somewhat 
approve 26 29 22 18 28 32 27 23 23 

Somewhat 
disapprove 16 14 18 17 24 9 16 14 20 

Strongly 
disapprove 33 28 37 60 34 5 29 58 32 

 
Table 9: On a scale of 1 to 7, thinking about the war against terrorism, do you approve 
or disapprove of George Bush s handling of the war against terrorism?  
 

 All M F D I R W B H 
1  Strongly 
approve 18 19 17 2 17 36 20 5 7 

2 10 10 10 4 7 18 11 1 16 
3 16 21 11 12 13 23 14 19 23 
4  neither 
approve nor 
disapprove 

8 7 8 9 7 7 7 4 19 

5 10 8 12 12 9 7 9 13 6 
6 11 12 11 15 13 6 11 15 6 
7   Strongly 
disapprove  27 23 32 46 34 2 27 44 23 
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President Bush�s economy 

While not an exact comparison to the 2.5% growth in RDIPC in �94, between 

September �05 and September �06 growth in RDIPC was 3.9%22.  However, middle 

class insecurity despite this generally prosperous economy seems to have played a role 

in �06, albeit not as large as in �94.  69% of voters according to CNN�s exit poll 

reported that their financial situation was the same or worse than it had been.  And, in 

the poll, half of all voters (53% - 4 point scale, 48% - 7 point scale) said they 

disapproved of the President�s handling of the economy. 

Table 10: Thinking about the economy, do you strongly approve of George Bush s 
handling of the economy, somewhat approve, somewhat disapprove or strongly 
disapprove of it? 
 

 All M F D I R W B H 

Strongly 
approve 22 24 20 5 12 46 24 6 23 

Somewhat 
approve 25 28 23 13 22 40 27 14 26 

Somewhat 
disapprove 18 18 18 20 28 10 17 22 25 

Strongly 
disapprove 35 29 39 62 38 5 32 58 27 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

22 Bureau of Economic Analysis. Oct. 30, 2006. 
http://www.bea.gov/bea/newsrelarchive/2006/pi0906.pdf 
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Table 11: On a scale of 1 to 7, thinking about the economy, do you approve or 
disapprove of George Bush s handling of the economy? 
 

 All M F D I R W B H 
1  Strongly 
approve 14 15 14 1 10 33 17 0 8 

2 9 11 8 2 10 17 9 4 19 
3 16 17 14 10 15 22 15 13 21 
4  neither 
approve nor 
disapprove 

13 13 13 11 15 14 13 13 14 

5 12 12 12 16 10 9 12 14 10 
6 8 7 8 15 2 3 7 15 3 
7   Strongly 
disapprove  28 25 31 45 36 3 27 41 25 

Comparing 4 and 7 point scales 

Overview 

Initially I ran 2 spearman correlations.  Each included Bush job approval, 

approval of Bush�s handling of Iraq (Iraq approval), approval of Bush�s handling of the 

war on Terror (Terror approval), approval of Bush�s handling of the economy 

(economy approval) and vote for a Democrat for Congress.  One included the four 

approval variables that were on a four point scale, the other included the variables that 

were on a 7 point scale.  Unsurprisingly, in both cases, all five of these variables were 

highly correlated.   
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Table 12:Correlation of approval variables using 7 point scale 

Spearman Correlation Coefficients 
Prob > |r| under H0: Rho=0 

Number of Observations 

 CongDem IraqApp7 EconApp7 JobApp7 TerrorApp7 

CongDem 1.00000 
 
1036 

0.61631 
<.0001 
515 

0.61404 
<.0001 
515 

0.58094
<.0001 
515 

0.58143 
<.0001 
515 

IraqApp7 0.61631 
<.0001 
515 

1.00000 
 
542 

0.76225 
<.0001 
542 

0.81393
<.0001 
542 

0.82420 
<.0001 
542 

EconApp7 0.61404 
<.0001 
515 

0.76225 
<.0001 
542 

1.00000 
 
542 

0.78360
<.0001 
542 

0.80282 
<.0001 
542 

JobApp7 0.58094 
<.0001 
515 

0.81393 
<.0001 
542 

0.78360 
<.0001 
542 

1.00000
 
542 

0.77743 
<.0001 
542 

TerrorApp7 0.58143 
<.0001 
515 

0.82420 
<.0001 
542 

0.80282 
<.0001 
542 

0.77743
<.0001 
542 

1.00000 
 
542 
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Table 13: Correlation of approval variables using 5 point scales 

Spearman Correlation Coefficients 
Prob > |r| under H0: Rho=0 

Number of Observations 

 CongDem IraqApp4 EconApp4 JobApp4 TerrorApp4 

CongDem 1.00000 
 
1036 

0.65593 
<.0001 
521 

0.63927 
<.0001 
521 

0.67583
<.0001 
521 

0.63689 
<.0001 
521 

IraqApp4 0.65593 
<.0001 
521 

1.00000 
 
554 

0.81194 
<.0001 
554 

0.90362
<.0001 
554 

0.83810 
<.0001 
554 

EconApp4 0.63927 
<.0001 
521 

0.81194 
<.0001 
554 

1.00000 
 
554 

0.83083
<.0001 
554 

0.81000 
<.0001 
554 

JobApp4 0.67583 
<.0001 
521 

0.90362 
<.0001 
554 

0.83083 
<.0001 
554 

1.00000
 
554 

0.82804 
<.0001 
554 

TerrorApp4 0.63689 
<.0001 
521 

0.83810 
<.0001 
554 

0.81000 
<.0001 
554 

0.82804
<.0001 
554 

1.00000 
 
554 

 

I then ran logistic regression models and a stepwise analysis and determined 

that when all four variables were included in the model only the variables measuring 

approval of Bush�s handling of the Iraq war and his handling of the economy 

statistically significant. I focused the rest of my analysis on only approval of Bush�s 

handling of Iraq and approval of his handling of the economy.   
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Examining the intensity difference between 4 and 7 point scales 

There are two primary differences between a 7 point scale and a four point 

scale.  First, the 7 point scale has a midpoint while the 4 point scale does not.  

Including a midpoint in the scale is useful in that it captures the subset of respondents 

that are largely ambivalent regarding a given research questions and avoids forcing 

them into a decision of approval or disapproval. 

Second, the 7 point scale splits somewhat approve and somewhat disapprove 

into a �strong somewhat approve�, �weak somewhat approve�, �strong somewhat 

disapprove�, and �weak somewhat disapprove�.   

Examining the intensity of approval of handling of Iraq 

The �strong & weak somewhat� of a 7 point scale captures intensity of emotion 

that a traditional four point scale cannot.  Table 14 below shows the percentage of 

individuals who approve/disapprove of Bush�s handling of Iraq (on a 4 point scale) and 

voting for a Democrat or Republican for Congress.  Unsurprisingly, 9 in 10 individuals 

(91.76%) who strongly disapprove of Bush�s handling of Iraq are also voted for a 

Democrat for Congress and better than 8 in 10 individuals (85.94%)  who strongly 

approve of Bush�s handling of Iraq also voted for a Republican for Congress � 

individuals who saw the 7 point scale largely conform (91% strongly disapprove vote 

Dem, 88.64% strongly approve vote Republican). 
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The four point scale, however, fails to illustrate the strength of somewhat 

approving of Bush�s handling of Iraq on likelihood to vote Republican and the lack of 

strength of somewhat disapproving of Bush�s handling of Iraq on voting for a 

Democrat.  In the 4 point scale slightly less than half of individuals (48.75%) who say 

they somewhat disapprove of Bush�s handling of Iraq also say they voted for a 

Democrat and better than seven in ten who say they somewhat approve of Bush�s 

handling of the war in Iraq also say they plan to vote for a Republican.   

In the seven point scale 75.56% who say they strongly somewhat disapprove 

(choose 6 on the seven point scale) also say they voted for a Democrat.  The likelihood 

an individual voted Democrat drops 17 percentage points to 58.49% if they weakly 

somewhat disapprove of Bush�s handling of Iraq (choose 5 on the seven point scale).   

Far fewer drop off from the strong somewhat approve to the weak somewhat 

approve.  In the 4 point scale 73.77% say they somewhat approve of Bush�s handling 

of the war in Iraq.  In the 7 point scale a similar 72.22% who say they strongly 

somewhat approve of Bush�s handling of the war in Iraq also voted for a Republican.  

Interesting, 2 percentage point drop-off (compared to the 17% point drop off) in 

individuals likelihood to vote for a republican if they say they weakly somewhat 

approve of Bush�s handling of the war in Iraq. 
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The strength of somewhat approving of Bush�s handling of the Iraq war holds 

up in the 7 point scale, while the likelihood to vote for a democrat if you somewhat 

disapprove does not � but the 4 point scale obscures these findings. The 4 point scale � 

which has 48.75% of voters who say they somewhat disapprove voting for a Democrat 

-- obscures the 75.56% of voter in the 7 point scale who say they strongly somewhat 

disapprove and voted for a Democrat.  

Table 14: Thinking about the war in Iraq, do you strongly approve of George Bush s 
handling of the war in Iraq, somewhat approve, somewhat disapprove or strongly 
disapprove of it? 
 

 Cong. Dem Cong. Rep 

Strongly approve 14.06 85.94 

Somewhat approve 26.23 73.77 

Somewhat disapprove 48.75 51.25 

Strongly disapprove 91.76 8.24 
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Table 15: On a scale of 1 to 7, thinking about the war in Iraq, do you approve or 
disapprove of George Bush s handling of the war in Iraq?  
 

Displaying row % Cong. Dem Not Cong. Dem 

1  Strongly approve 11.36 88.64 

2 27.78 72.22 

3 29.85 70.15 
4  neither approve nor 
disapprove 

37.14 62.86 

5 58.49 41.51 

6 75.56 24.44 

7   Strongly disapprove  91.91 8.09 

Examining the intensity of approval of handling of Economy 

The four point scale also obscures intensity of approval in terms of voters views 

of Bush�s handling of the economy, but interestingly the results are the inverse of what 

was found when looking at Bush�s handling of the war in Iraq.   

In the 4 point scale slightly  better than three in four voters (75.24%) who say 

they somewhat disapprove of Bush�s handling of the economy also say they voted for a 

Democrat and better than six in ten (65.32%) who say they somewhat approve of 

Bush�s handling of the war in Iraq also say they plan to vote for a Republican.   

In the seven point scale 91.67% who say they strongly somewhat disapprove 

also say they voted for a Democrat.  The likelihood an individual voted Democrat 
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drops 17 percentage points to 75% if they are weakly somewhat disapprove of Bush�s 

handling of Iraq (choose 5 on the seven point scale).   

More drop off from the strong somewhat approve to the weak somewhat 

approve.  In the 4 point scale 65.32% say they somewhat approve of Bush�s handling 

of the economy.  In the 7 point scale 74.47% who say they strongly somewhat approve 

of Bush�s handling of the war in Iraq also voted for a Republican.  There is a 25 

percentage point drop-off (compared to the 17% point drop-off) in individuals 

likelihood to vote for a republican if they say they weakly somewhat approve of 

Bush�s handling of the economy. 

The strength of somewhat disapproving of Bush�s handling of the economy 

holds up in the 7 point scale, while the likelihood to vote for a democrat if you 

somewhat approve does not hold up as much � but again the 4 point scale obscures 

these findings. The 4 point scale � which has 65.32% of voters who say they somewhat 

approve voting for a Republican -- obscures the only 49.35% of voters in the 7 point 

scale who say they weakly somewhat approve and voted for a Republican.  
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Table 16: Thinking about the economy, do you strongly approve of George Bush s 
handling of the economy, somewhat approve, somewhat disapprove or strongly 
disapprove of it? 

 Cong. Dem Not Cong. Dem 

Strongly approve 13.13 86.87 

Somewhat approve 34.68 65.32 

Somewhat disapprove 75.24 24.76 

Strongly disapprove 92.75 7.25 
 
Table 17: On a scale of 1 to 7, thinking about the economy, do you approve or 
disapprove of George Bush s handling of the economy? 

Displaying row % Cong. Dem Not Cong. Dem 

1  Strongly approve 6.67 93.33 

2 25.53 74.47 

3 50.65 49.35 
4  neither approve nor 
disapprove 

56.72 43.28 

5 75.00 25.00 

6 91.67 8.33 

7   Strongly disapprove  95.00 5.00 

Is the moving from a 2 to 3 and 5 to 6 statistical significant? 

But is moving from a 2 to a 3 or 5 to a 6 on the approval scale of either variable 

statistically significant?  I first ran a logistic regression analysis on the move from a 2 

to a 3 and included both approval of Bush�s handling of the Iraq war and approval of 

Bush�s handling of the economy.   
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As indicated in table 18 below the likelihood ratio, wald, and score statistics all 

indicate that the model on the whole is statistically significant.  Both variables, 

approval of Bush�s handling of the Iraq war and handling of the economy are also 

significant at the .001 level (detailed in table 19 below).  Table 20 indicates that 

individuals who weakly somewhat approve of Bush�s handling of the war in Iraq are 

1.598 times more likely to vote for a Democrat than individuals who strongly 

somewhat approve of Bush�s handling of the war in Iraq.  Individuals who somewhat 

approve of Bush�s handling of the economy are 1.816 times more likely to vote for a 

Democrat than those who say they strongly somewhat approve of bush�s handling of 

the economy. 

Table 18: Move from 2 to 3 -- statistical significance of the model as a whole 

Testing Global Null Hypothesis: BETA=0 

Test Chi-Square F Pr > ChiSq

Likelihood Ratio 29.0694 2 <.0001 
Score 27.0735 2 <.0001 
Wald 23.3822 2 <.0001 
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Table 19: Move from 2 to 3 � statistical significance of the parameter estimates 

Analysis of Maximum Likelihood Estimates 

Parameter F Estimate Standard
Error 

Wald 
Chi-Square Pr > ChiSq 

Intercept 1 -3.8998 0.7403 27.7486 <.0001 
IraqApp7 1 0.4687 0.1280 13.4076 0.0003 
EconApp7 1 0.5967 0.1896 9.9029 0.0017 

 

Table 20:  Move from 2 to 3 � impact on likelihood an individual votes Democrat 

Odds Ratio Estimates 

Effect 
Point 

Estimate
95% Wald 

Confidence Limits 

IraqApp7 1.598 1.243 2.054 
EconApp7 1.816 1.252 2.634 

 

I then ran a logistic regression analysis on the move from a 5 to a 6 and 

included both approval of Bush�s handling of the Iraq war and approval of Bush�s 

handling of the economy.  I found that the same thing is true when you look at the 

move from weak somewhat disapprove to strongly somewhat disapprove.   

As indicated in table 21 below the likelihood ratio, wald, and score statistics all 

indicate that the model on the whole is statistically significant.  Both variables, 

approval of Bush�s handling of the Iraq war and handling of the economy are also 

significant at the .001 level (detailed in table 22 below).  Table 23 indicates that 
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individuals who strongly somewhat disapprove of Bush�s handling of the war in Iraq 

are 1.932 times more likely to vote for a Democrat than individuals who weakly 

somewhat disapprove of Bush�s handling of the war in Iraq.  Individuals who strongly 

disapprove of Bush�s handling of the economy are 1.54 times more likely to vote for a 

Democrat than those who say they weakly somewhat disapprove of bush�s handling of 

the economy. 

Table 21: Move from 5 to 6 -- statistical significance of the model as a whole 

Testing Global Null Hypothesis: BETA=0 

Test Chi-Square DF Pr > ChiSq

Likelihood Ratio 29.1139 2 <.0001 
Score 28.3102 2 <.0001 
Wald 23.9579 2 <.0001 

 

Table 21: Move from 5 to 6 � statistical significance of the parameter estimates 

Analysis of Maximum Likelihood Estimates 

Parameter DF Estimate Standard
Error 

Wald 
Chi-Square Pr > ChiSq 

Intercept 1 -4.6387 1.1492 16.2919 <.0001 
IraqApp7 1 0.6586 0.1903 11.9810 0.0005 
EconApp7 1 0.4316 0.1558 7.6759 0.0056 
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Table 22: Move from 5 to 6 � impact on likelihood an individual votes Democrat 

Odds Ratio Estimates 

Effect 
Point 

Estimate
95% Wald 

Confidence Limits 

IraqApp7 1.932 1.331 2.805 
EconApp7 1.540 1.135 2.089 
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Chapter 5.  Discussion 

7 point scale vs. 4 point scale 
There are important implications of my findings for polling techniques.  7 point 

scales provide more opportunity for individuals to express nuanced opinions than 

traditional 4 point scales.  And, as my findings indicate, these nuances are related to an 

individual�s vote in an election.   

My research looked at what was correlated with an individual�s vote after an 

election, but my findings suggest that future research on this topic would be useful 

prior to an election.  Do variables measured on 7 point scales do a better job predicting 

how an individual will vote than 4 point scales?   

The initial findings from this study suggest that they would.  In the most recent 

election, for example the four point scale, failed to illustrate the robustness of 

somewhat approving of Bush�s handling of Iraq on likelihood an individual voted for a 

Republican and robustness of somewhat disapproving of Bush�s handling of the 

economy on the likelihood an individual voted for a Democrat. 

If a similar analysis was done prior to the 2006 election, one could imagine that 

the findings could have been used, for example, to help a Republican candidate 

identify which messages to target to their base and those to target �swing� voters.   My 

findings suggest that a Republican candidate might have been better served not 
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addressing the Iraq war � Republican voters who support Bush�s handling of the Iraq 

war are certain to support a Republican candidate.  But that it may have been fruitful to 

separate themselves from Bush on terms of economy.   My data does not show the 

same level of intensity of support for Bush policies on the economy among the 

Republican base � suggesting an opportunity to differentiate themselves from the 

president without alienating core supporters. 

More research needs to be done, of course, but my findings suggest that a 

comprehensive analysis of the electorate prior to an election, using 7 point scales 

would provide useful information for the purposes of micro-targeting messages to the 

electorate � information that would likely be lost if a 4 point scale was used.  Beyond 

simply looking at presidential approval, candidates could utilize the richness of 

information provide by 7 point scales to measure the intensity of voter opinion on key 

issues in an election and identity where opinion is hard vs. where it is soft for subsets 

of the electorate and leverage this information to target the right messages to the right 

constituencies. 

Comparing 1994 and 2006 
In terms of looking at 1994 and 2006, my data offers some interesting insights.   

While much more analysis is required to say anything definitive, my data suggests 

these two elections seem to be bookends of a political era.  There are a number of 
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similarities between the �94 and �06 midterm elections.  Both saw massive losses for 

the sitting President�s party.  Both were clearly elections surrounding national rather 

than local issues.  Insecurity was a key factor in both.  In �94 and �06 despite most 

standard economic indicators suggesting a stable economy American�s felt insecure 

about their personal financial well being.  In �06 insecurity surrounding the Iraq war 

compounded the feeling of vulnerability and danger exponentially. 

However, while both elections were wave elections that showed a massive shift 

in power they differed in an important fundamental respect.  While �06 saw the 

slaughter of the NE moderate Republican, the swing was far more significant in the �94 

election with the South going solidly Republican.  

The �94 midterms indicated a shift of Congress and the country solidly to the 

right.  It is not clear the �06 elections were the mirror of this.  And furthermore, while 

the �06 election seems to mark the end of the a Republican era in Congress, the 

implications for the political debate does not seem to be a shift leftward in the debate.  

The �06 midterm elections do not seem to be a fundamental realignment of our politics 

along liberal lines (as was the case with the �94 election realigning along conservative 

lines) but something new and yet to be determined.  Matt Bai from the New York 

Times spoke to this point:  

�But in fact, these two waves are more accurately viewed as part of the same 
continuous seismic disturbance: the growing frustration of voters with the 
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Washington crowd of both parties, who seem stuck in the same ideological 
debate they were having in 1975, while the rest of the country struggles 
mightily with the emerging economic and international threats of 2006. After 
the midterms, that tidal resentment has now washed away both of our old 
governing philosophies: the expansive and often misguided liberalism that 
dominated American politics up through the 1970s, as well as the impractical, 
mean-spirited brand of conservatism that rose up in reaction to it. 
 
It may be, then, that we have just witnessed the last big election of the 20th 
century; the question now is what kind of different, more relevant ideologies 
might rise from the ruins. Or, as Simon Rosenberg, the Democratic strategist, 
recently put it in making much the same argument, ''Like two heavyweight 
boxers stumbling into the 15th round of a championship fight, the two great 
ideologies of the 20th century stumble, exhausted, tattered and weakened, into 
a very dynamic and challenging 21st century.'' The era of baby-boomer politics 
- with its culture wars, its racial subtext, its archaic divisions between hawks 
and doves and between big government and no government at all - is coming to 
a merciful close. Our elections may become increasingly generational rather 
than ideological - and not a moment too soon.� 23 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

23 Bai, Matt. (November 19, 2006). The way we live now: 11-19-06; The Last 20th Century 
Election. The New York Times 


