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Thissymposiumpresents13articles forecastingthe
2012 US national elections. Included in this col-
lection are the eight national and one state pres-
idential vote forecasting models published in PS:
Political Science & Politics during the 2008 elec-

tions along with three additional forecasts and one article offer-
ing a composite of the forecasts. Although the focus remains
on the presidential contest, as in past years, several articles
extend their scope to cover the congressional elections as well.

While modern election forecasting models have been
around for more than three decades (Brody and Sigelman 1983;
Fair 1978; Lewis-Beck and Rice 1984; Rosenstone 1983; Sigel-
man 1979), and 2012 marks the third presidential election in
which PS has assembled forecasts, the rationale behind many
of the models and the challenges that the models confront
may not be well understood—at least it appears that way, judg-
ing by some of the commentary of our critics. Before review-
ing the 2012 forecasts, it may be useful to step back to put the
forecasting enterprise in context so that the forecasts can be
reasonably evaluated.

THE RATIONALE AND DIVERSITY OF FORECASTING
MODELS

The rationale behind many of the statistical election forecast-
ing models is (1) that we can identify general influences that
normally influence the vote (the fundamentals, such as the
economy and incumbency), (2) that many of the fundamen-
tals are known and measured before the general election cam-
paign begins, (3) that these fundamentals shape how normal
campaigns are likely to affect the vote, and (4) that their typ-
ical effects on the vote can be estimated based on the history
of past elections. Note that forecasting does not necessarily
assume the lack of campaign effects on the vote or that cam-
paigns do not matter. Campaign effects themselves may be
shaped by the fundamentals (Campbell 2008). Some models

also start from a precampaign public opinion baseline and
assess those influences that may affect the development or
change in voter preferences during the campaign. Whether
using a precampaign public opinion baseline as a starting point
or not, this line of reasoning is the foundation of the enter-
prise. It would not seem to be terribly controversial or partic-
ularly mysterious.

Of course, the devil is in the details. The specific factors
included as fundamentals, their appropriate indicators, the time
over which their typical effects are estimated, the lead time
before the election for the forecast, and other choices create a
diversearrayofmodelsandforecasts.Thisdiversity isoftenover-
looked. A substantial difference (often lost on critics) exists
between evaluating election forecasting models as an enter-
prise and evaluating individual models. Some models are con-
sidered more credible than others. Some have longer and
stronger track records than others. Some are more consistent
with the existing body of voting behavior and campaign effects
research. By the same token, there is an important distinction
between evaluating each model and its forecast for a particular
election. Each election prediction offers a real test of a forecast-
ing model, but as important as it is, it is only a single test.

THE CHALLENGES FOR ELECTION FORECASTING

As one might gather from the common rationale for the mod-
els, forecasts confront plenty of challenges. The identification
of the fundamentals that affect the vote is likely to be imper-
fect. The number of predictor variables available for forecast-
ing is limited, and the number of these that have been available
long enough so that their typical impact on the vote can be
assessed is even more limited. The measurements of these pre-
dictor variables are imperfect and may have changed over the
years. We know, for instance, that any public opinion indica-
tor, whether presidential approval or candidate preference, has
a sampling error as well as other kinds of errors associated
with it. Sample sizes, timing of the surveys during the year,
instructions to interviewers, question wording and order, and
other measurement conditions may have changed over time.
Even a variable as seemingly “hard” as the growth in the
economy is not definitive at the time of the forecast and under-
goes continuing refinement over many years.
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Beyond the many possible sources of errors
in constructing election forecasting models, every
election’s campaign has effects on the vote that
cannot be anticipated. While the fundamentals
of the election condition how voters generally
may receive news and candidate messages
(whether voters are likely to be receptive, hos-
tile, or neutral toward a candidate), every cam-
paign has its idiosyncrasies. Although the models
presume that the campaigns of major party can-
didates are generally equally well run, one cam-
paign may be more effective than another in any
particular election. Even if the models overcame
these specification, measurement, and estima-
tion challenges, their forecasts would not be per-
fectly accurate. Normal campaigns affect turnout and vote
choices that cannot be perfectly anticipated. These unantici-
pated campaign effects are normally small, but are not negli-
gible. Any forecast that predicts the vote on the nose has done
so only with a good deal of luck.

Unanticipated modest campaign effects along with issues
of data availability, measurement, and specification are among
the standard challenges to election forecasting accuracy, but
there are always new challenges as well. The financial crisis
that developed in the midst of the 2008 election is one. An
implicit assumption of election forecasting is that no major
idiosyncratic events intervene between the forecast and the
vote that divert the election’s results from what would be his-
torically expected by the fundamentals incorporated in the
models. It does not make sense to predict a normal election
based on abnormal elections. For instance, if a candidate
resigned in October, one would not reasonably expect the fore-
cast to hold and that election would not be useful in estimat-
ing a forecast for future elections. Although the resignation of
a candidate is hypothetical, presidential events of similar grav-
ity have historically occurred (including assassinations,
attempted assassinations, heart attacks, and terrorist attacks),
only not in the middle of the fall campaign—until 2008. The
Wall Street Meltdown in late September 2008 sent the econ-
omy in an unanticipated spiral that had immediate political
consequences unforeseeable by the forecasting models and
raises the question of whether 2008 offers useful information
for forecasting 2012 and future elections (Campbell 2009; 2010;
2011). On one hand, forecasters would not want to be seen as
“cherry picking” data, and one election may not make much
of a difference to model estimates. On the other hand, a case
like 2008 was so aberrant that it is likely to be more mislead-
ing than instructive about how fundamentals affect the vote.
What to do with the 2008 election is a real question for
forecasters.

Beyond the 2008 election question, the breakdown of the
campaign financing system and the rise of the Super PACs,
the unprecedented lateness in the scheduling of party conven-
tions, the possibility that Obama’s race or Romney’s religion
are hidden influences on the vote, and the intensifying polar-
ization in the public might also be added by some forecasters
to the list of new or fairly recent complications that may need
to be considered for 2012.

SOME PERSPECTIVE ON ACCURACY

A cynic might read the laundry list of forecasting challenges,
perennial and new, as preparing a featherbed landing for fore-
casting errors. My intent, however, is not to let forecasts off
the hook for errors, but to gain some perspective on these
errors. On the one hand, it is silly to dismiss forecasting because
forecasts are not perfectly accurate. On the other hand, it is
silly to defend errors of all sizes as inevitable because some
errors are inevitable. Perfection is not a reasonable standard,
and not having a standard is not a reasonable standard.

Instead, I suggest that the preference polls (the main com-
petitor of statistical forecasting models) along with the histor-
ical distribution of the vote itself provide benchmarks or
reasonable standards for evaluating the forecasts. Table 1 uses
these to suggest five levels of accuracy. The most accurate fore-
casts are those that beat the average error of the preference
polls in the last week of the campaign. If a forecast made a few
months or more out from the election beats the average error
of the November and Election Eve polls, the forecast did a
great job of predicting the vote. Forecasts within 2.3 percent-
age points of the two-party popular vote are in this category.
If a forecast issued months ahead of the vote does about as
well as the very late polls, an error in the range of 2.3 to 3
percentage points of the vote, then the forecast should be
judged as reasonably accurate. Forecasts with errors some-
where between the accuracy of postconvention or Labor Day
polls and the very late polls should be regarded as fairly accu-
rate. If they fare worse than the post-convention or Labor Day
accuracy record, then it would seem fair to judge them as inac-
curate. Finally, at the other end of the accuracy spectrum are
those less accurate than the average error of a coin-toss or the
historical two-party vote division. A forecast that was no more
accurate than a coin-toss guess or the average error of guess-
ing the historical two-party vote division for the in-party can-
didate can be safely evaluated, to put it mildly, as quite
inaccurate in predicting that particular election. An error of
more than 4.5 percentage points drops a forecast into this
league.

THE 2012 PRESIDENTIAL AND CONGRESSIONAL
FORECASTS

With some perspective provided in how the forecasts might
be appropriately evaluated after the dust settles in November,

Ta b l e 1
Evaluating Presidential Vote Forecasts Relative to
Three Benchmarks

BENCHMARKS
MEAN ABSOLUTE ERROR

FROM VOTE ACCURACY EVALUATION

Closer than Election Eve Polls Less than 2.3% Quite Accurate

November/Pre-Election Day Polls 2.3 to 3.0% Reasonably Accurate

Between Labor Day and Late Polls 3.1 to 3.9% Fairly Accurate

Postconvention/Labor Day Polls 4.0 to 4.5% Inaccurate

Random Split/Mean In-Party Vote Greater than 4.5% Quite Inaccurate
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what are the predictions about the voters’ verdicts this year?
The symposium’s 13 forecasts of the presidential vote are pre-
sented in table 2. Each forecast presents the percentage of
the two-party national popular vote for President Obama,
the in-party candidate. The table also indicates how many
days before the election the forecast was made and an esti-
mated likelihood that the forecast has identified the candi-
date receiving a majority of the two-party vote. Five of the
forecasts predict that Barack Obama will receive a popular
vote plurality (though three of these are on the cusp of pre-
dicting a toss up), five predict a popular vote plurality for
Mitt Romney, and three regard the election as a toss up. The
forecasts range from 53.8% of the vote for Obama to 53.1% for
Romney. The median forecast is 50.6% of the two-party pop-
ular vote for Barack Obama.

With the forecasts in, the post-convention campaigns can
begin. Fasten your seat belts, it’s going to be a bumpy ride. �
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Ta b l e 2
The 2012 Presidential Vote Forecasts

FORECASTER NAME OF MODEL

PREDICTED 2-PARTY
POPULAR VOTE

FOR OBAMA
DAYS BEFORE

ELECTION

CERTAINTY OF
AN OBAMA
PLURALITY

National Forecasts

Abramowitz Time for Change Model 50.6 69 67

Campbell Trial-Heat Model and Convention Bump Model ~52.0! 51.3 57 67

Cúzan Fiscal Model 46.9 ~45.5! 97 11

Erikson & Wlezien Leading Economic Indicators and the Polls 52.6 99 80

Hibbs Bread and Peace Model 47.5 102 10

Holbrook National Conditions and Incumbency 47.9 67 27

Lewis-Beck & Tien Jobs Model and the Proxy Model 48.2 ~52.7! 69 23

Lockerbie Expectations Model 53.8 130 57

Norpoth & Bednarczuk Primary Model 53.2 299 88

Montgomery, Hollenbach, & Ward Ensemble Bayesian Model Averaging ~EBMA! 50.3 57 60

State Forecasts

Berry & Bickers State Level Economic Model 47.1 111 23

Jerôme & Jerôme-Speziari State Level Political Economy Model 51.6 142 64

Klarner State Level Presidential Forecast Model 51.2 114 57

Note: A forecast without parentheses is the preferred forecast. A forecast in parentheses is a secondary or companion forecast.
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