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Fig. 8. Moral climate in United States since 1992
Source: National Election Studies.

simultaneously linked themselves more closely with the president’s moral failings? We
have no way of estimating what the trade-off might have been, but the implication of
Table 5 is that such fears were not imaginary. Disapproval of Bill Clinton’s personal
behaviour hurt Al Gore. Still, our personal view is that Gore already was suffering from
the fallout of Clinton’s behaviour and would have lost no more had he tried to emphasize
the positive accomplishments of the administration. Had Gore captured just one more
small state – Arkansas, Missouri, Nevada, New Hampshire, West Virginia – that he
narrowly lost, Florida would have been irrelevant. Even if a closer connection with Clinton
had lost popular votes, had it led to victory in one more state it would have meant the
presidency.65

SUMMARY: AL GORE’S UNDER-PERFORMANCE IN 2000

A hirsute Al Gore re-emerged on the political scene in the summer of 2001, setting off a
flurry of speculation about his plans. Judgements about his presidential prospects or
lack thereof hinged heavily on the pundit’s beliefs about Gore’s loss. Did Gore barely top
50 per cent of the two-party vote when a large number of forecasting models had him
topping 55 per cent because of his wooden personality? His populist campaign? The drag
of Bill Clinton’s personal escapades? No one can answer that question with certainty, but
the preceding analyses enable us to go beyond punditry and parlour talk. To sum up our
results:

Al Gore the person. Of the various explanations for Gore’s poor showing, only the one
that focuses on negative voter reaction to his personality finds little support in the data.
Although Gore was not particularly popular, that alone hurt him little, if at all. Evaluations
of both candidates were largely neutral within the population – both in the aggregate and
individually, and there is no indication that voters attached any more weight to personality
factors than they usually do.

65 Ironically, it might have led to a reversal of the actual verdict – a popular vote victory for Bush, but an
Electoral College majority for Gore.
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Ideology. Consistent with the interpretations of the Democratic Leadership Council,
Gore’s decision to run from the left exacted a vote penalty. Our estimates based on Table
3 suggest that Gore’s decision to abandon Clinton’s centrist approach and campaign as a
born-again populist cost him about 4 percentage points of the vote, easily enough to lose
the election, all else equal.

Clinton fatigue. Consistent with the views of the Progressive wing of the Democratic Party,
the personal transgressions of Bill Clinton finally came home to roost in 2000. Many
Americans who judged Clinton’s job performance positively looked on his personal
behaviour with distaste, and many of them voted for Bush, perhaps contributing to the
unusually weak relationship between the fundamentals and the vote. Holding everything
else constant, estimates based on Table 5 suggest that Clinton fatigue, broadly defined,
probably cost Gore directly 3–4 percentage points of the vote, easily enough to lose the
election.

The fundamentals. Judgements of presidential performance mattered less in 2000 than in
earlier elections. The weaker effects do not appear to be a result of the sheer length of the
good times, nor of Alan Greenspan getting all the credit. Gore’s vice-presidential status
may have played some role, but in the end the choices of the Gore campaign seem most
prominent. Other things being equal, the weaker relationship made a difference of about
8 percentage points as compared to the 1988 election when another vice-president followed
a successful president. The weaker impact of the fundamentals turned a prospective
landslide into a virtual tie.

Total. Re-run the election statistically correcting all of Gore’s mistakes or misfortunes: Gore
receives the same degree of credit for the economy and the administration’s performance
as G. H. W. Bush got in 1988; Clinton’s personal ratings are as positive as Reagan’s were
in 1988, and Gore is as close to the voters as Clinton was in 1996. If all these conditions
hold, then Gore wins the election in a landslide, with 58 per cent of the vote.66

Political science forecasting models performed poorly in 2000 because the traditional
effects of the fundamentals were muted, because the models omitted an important variable
– Bill Clinton’s personal ratings – that worked in opposition to the fundamentals, and
because Gore ran a neo-populist campaign that was not optimal given the views of the
electorate. From the standpoint of an election forecaster everything that could go wrong
did.

The great question that we cannot answer is why Gore ran the campaign that he did. The
most parsimonious explanation of our findings is that the fundamentals were muted
because Gore deliberately declined to claim credit for prosperity and chose instead to
campaign in a way that minimized his association with Clinton. If so, and his fears of taint
from Clinton’s sleazy behaviour were justified, then there is little need to revise the
forecasting models in any major way. Analysts need only add a presidential personal rating
to their models. (Given that personal and performance ratings rarely have the kind of
disjunction evident in 2000, a dummy variable for 2000 may suffice.)

66 Taken all together the considerations do not predict a historically unprecedented victory for Gore because
the effects are not additive. Declining marginal impact is inherent in probit models. Moreover, the effect of
ideological proximity combined with presidential performance (Table 3) only equals the independent impact of
performance (Tables 1 or 2).
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By contrast, if future research shows that the effects of the fundamentals were muted
in 2000 because voters have shifted away from classical retrospective voting based on
national and international conditions towards moral retrospective voting based on
character and ethics, then the models will continue to go awry. We think the former
possibility is the more likely of the two, but data from elections to come will settle the issue.
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A P P E N D I X A : N E S ‘ P E R S O N A L C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S ’ C O D E S

Candidate Only – Experience, Ability

0201 General reference to him as ‘a good/bad man or a good/bad guy’. R has heard good/bad things about
him; qualifications; general ability; reference to his ‘personality’

0213 Dependable/trustworthy/reliable; a man you can trust with the responsibilities of government
(‘trust’ in the capability sense, rather than the honesty sense)

0214 Undependable/untrustworthy/unreliable; a man you can’t trust with the responsibilities of
government

Candidate Only – Candidate Leadership Qualities

0301 Dignified/has dignity
0302 Undignified/lacks dignity
0303 Strong/decisive/self-confident/aggressive; will end all this indecision
0304 Weak/indecisive/lacks self-confidence/vacillating; [1996] waffles, wishy-washy
0305 Inspiring; a man you can follow; ‘a leader’; [1996] charisma
0306 Uninspiring; not a man you can follow; not a leader; [1996] lacks charisma
0335 Makes people feel good about America/being Americans; is patriotic/loves the country
0307 People have confidence in him
0308 People don’t have confidence in him
0309 Good at communicating with blacks, young people, other ‘problem’ groups
0310 Bad at communicating with blacks, young people, other ‘problem’ groups (if communicate in

general, see 0441, 0442)
0311 Knows how to handle people (at personal level)
0312 Doesn’t know how to handle people (at personal level)
0313 A politician/political person; (too) much in politics; a good politician; part of Washington crowd;

politically motivated; just wants to be re-elected
0314 Not a politician; not in politics; above politics; a bad politician
0315 Independent; no one runs him; his own boss
0316 Not independent; run by others; not his own man/boss
0317 Humble; knows his limitations; doesn’t pretend to know all the answers
0318 Not humble enough; too cocky/self-confident; can’t admit shortcomings; blames others for his/her

mistakes
0319 (Too) Careful/cautious/good judgement
0320 (Too) Impulsive/careless/bad/poor judgement
0334 Poor at explaining himself/his positions; doesn’t answer questions clearly; speaks off the top of his

head/doesn’t stop to think before he speaks

Candidate Only – Personal Qualities

0401 Honest/sincere; keeps promises; man of integrity; means what he says; fair; not tricky; open and
candid; straightforward; positive Playboy references (1976)

0402 Dishonest/insincere; breaks promises; no integrity; doesn’t mean what he says; tricky; not open and
candid; not straightforward

0403 Man of high principles/ideals; high moral purpose; idealistic (if too idealistic, code 0416)
0404 Lacks principles/ideals
0405 Racist/bigoted/prejudiced
0406 Not a racist/bigoted/prejudiced
0407 Public servant; man of duty; conscientious; hard-working; would be a full-time president; good

attendance record in Congress; dedicated; really interested in serving people
0408 Doesn’t take public service seriously; lazy; would be a part-time president; poor attendance record

in office; not dedicated; not really interested in serving people
0409 Doesn’t use office for personal benefit; not in office to maximize personal benefit
0410 Uses/in office (mostly) for personal benefits (junket trips, big salary, other perks)
0411 Patriotic; (88) like Bush’s stand on Pledge of Allegiance issue
0412 Unpatriotic; (88) dislike Dukakis’s stand on Pledge of Allegiance issue
0415 Realistic
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0416 Unrealistic; too idealistic; (if ‘idealistic’ in positive sense, code 0403)
0417 Uses common sense; makes a lot of sense; pragmatic/ practical/down-to-earth
0418 Not sensible; impractical
0419 (Too) well educated; scholarly
0420 Poorly educated; unschooled
0421 Intelligent/smart
0422 Unintelligent/stupid/dumb
0464 Uninformed; doesn’t (seem to) know anything about the issues/what is going on in the

country/government
0423 Religious; ‘moral’ (in religious sense); God-fearing; ‘too’ religious
0424 ‘Irreligious’; ‘immoral’ (in religious sense); Playboy interview (reflects on Carter – 1976)
0425 Self-made; not well off; started out as poor; worked his way up; (started out) unpolished/unrefined/

rough
0426 Wealthy; rich; born with silver spoon in mouth; polished/refined/well-mannered; bought way into

office; use of own money to finance campaign
0431 Unsafe/unstable; dictatorial; craves power; ruthless
0432 Safe/stable
0433 Sense of humour; jokes a lot (too much)
0434 No sense of humour; humourless (too serious)
0435 Kind/warm/gentle; [1996] caring
0436 Cold/aloof
0437 Likeable; gets along with people; friendly; outgoing; [1996] nice
0438 Not likeable; can’t get along with people
0439 Democratic (in non-partisan sense)
0440 Undemocratic (in non-partisan sense)
0441 High-fallutin’/high-brow; talks in circles; can’t talk to common man; can’t communicate ideas well
0442 Not high-fallutin’/is low-brow; talks straight; can talk to common man; can communicate ideas well
0445 Reference to his family (not 0457)
0447 Speaking ability
0449 Appearance/looks/face/appearance on TV; his smile
0450 Age (NA how perceived)
0451 (Too) Old
0452 (Too) Young
0453 Mature
0454 Immature
0455 Regional reference; ‘he’s a Southerner’; ‘he’s a Midwesterner’; he comes from the country/a rural

area; area reference
0456 Previous occupation
0457 He’s a family man
0459 Energetic; too energetic
0460 Not energetic
0461 Gender, e.g., ‘She’s a woman’
0462 Racial/ethnic attribute; ‘He is a black man’
0495 Other negative personal qualities
0496 Other positive personal qualities
0497 Other candidate personal qualities
465 Taking undeserved credit; taking credit for actions, events, or policies one is not responsible for;

Gore claiming ‘to have invented the internet’.
466 Overcoming adversity in one’s personal life; overcoming handicaps, disabilities, disease,

alcoholism, or other similar problem.
0551 References to link with ‘Watergate’ – positive reference to Watergate
0552 Not associated with ‘Watergate’ – negative reference to Watergate; making too much out of

Watergate
0603 Honest government; not corrupt; no ‘mess in Washington’
*0622 Doesn’t work (hard) at job; not involved (enough) in the work of his office/delegates too much

authority to others; has chosen poor/incompetent aides; his aides have not performed well
0617 Will face (difficult) issues; faces problems directly; faces up to political reality
0618 Will not face (difficult) issues; will not face problems directly; ignores political reality
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Party or Candidate – Miscellaneous

0701 Just like him/them (NA why); like everything about him/them; ‘I was hoping he would win the
(nomination/primaries)’

0702 Just dislike/don’t like him/them (NA why); don’t like anything about him/them
0719 References to damaging incidents in candidate’s personal life (sexual escapades, financial problems,

substance abuse, etc); [1980] Reference to Chappaquidic; Kennedy’s personal problems
0727 Expression of sympathy/admiration for the candidate’s underdog position; trying hard against

terrible odds; courageous uphill battle; ‘I like underdogs’; ‘they are bucking the guy’ (keeping him
off ballot, not taking him seriously, not giving him enough publicity)

0728 Negative comments about the candidate’s switching parties, being a turncoat, disloyal to his original
party

0729 Party selection of a woman for voice-president
734 [1996] Reference to Whitewater, Travel Office firings, FBI files controversies

Party or Candidate – Government Activity/Philosophy

0804 (Too) negative; always tearing down other side; no solutions of his/their own
0831 Generous, compassionate, believe in helping others
0832 Selfish, only help themselves
0833 Acceptance of change/new ideas; less bound to status quo; more open to new ideas/ways of doing

things; flexible, innovative
0834 Resistance to change/new ideas; stick to (protect) status quo; resist new ways of doing things; rigid
0835 Has a well-defined set of beliefs/definite philosophy; does not compromise on principles; has (clear)

understanding of goals they stand for
0836 Has poorly defined set of beliefs; lacks a definite philosophy; compromise on principles; has no

(clear) understanding of goals they stand for

A P P E N D I X B : M O R A L D E C L I N E

The moral decline variable included in column 3 of Table 5 is relatively new – ANES first included the
item in the 1996 survey. Thus, most readers will be unfamiliar with the variable and its correlates. Table
A displays a set of ordered probit models where the left-hand-side variable comes from the question: ‘Would
you say that compared to 1992, the nation’s moral climate has gotten better, stayed about the same, or gotten
worse?’ Those who found it better or worse then were asked to qualify it as ‘much’ or ‘somewhat’. A higher
score indicates that respondents felt the moral climate had declined.

To determine whether this variable is more than a reflection of partisanship or performance evaluations,
we modelled perceptions of moral decline as a function of partisanship, presidential approval and various
measures of religiosity and moral traditionalism. The moral traditionalism index consists of four questions
that ask whether or not new lifestyles are contributing to social breakdown, whether or not people should
adjust their views to or tolerate new morality, and the importance of family ties. To create the religiosity
index we used church attendance, a measure of how important religion is in the respondent’s life, and
how often a person reported praying. We attempted several different specifications of these indexes
(including simply employing an array of dummy variables) and did not find our conclusions to vary
significantly.

Unsurprisingly, Democrats were less likely than Republicans and independents to judge that the moral
climate of the country had declined. Additionally, approval of Clinton’s job performance has a negative
association with perceptions of moral decline. But both the traditionalism and religiosity indexes contribute
significantly to a perception of moral decline, consistent with the idea that people’s evaluations of Clinton
(and ultimately Gore) were partially rooted in a moral calculus. While we expected to find significant
interaction effects between party identification and religion or traditionalism, there is not much evidence
of these – religiosity and moral traditionalism affect Democrats and Republicans more or less the same.
Importantly, despite the finding that Democrats were less likely to perceive moral decline, there is not much
difference between Republicans and independents, meaning to the degree that a partisan effect existed, it
was mostly a function of committed Democrats who claimed that the moral climate either had gotten better
or stayed the same.
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T A B L E A Moral Climate Ordered Probit Models

Coefficient Value Std. Err. Value Std. Err. Value Std. Err.

Democrat � 0.2494 (0.1040) � 0.1656 (0.1192) � 0.2125 (0.2022)
Republican 0.1515 (0.1067) 0.1724 (0.1269) 0.2437 (0.2118)
Presidential approval � 0.4744 (0.0732) � 0.4533 (0.0738) � 0.4771 (0.0734)
Traditionalism 0.0973 (0.0101) 0.1384 (0.0336) 0.0975 (0.0101)
Religiosity 0.0370 (0.0146) 0.0367 (0.0146) 0.0506 (0.4230)
Dem:Trad. � 0.0628 (0.0354)
GOP:Trad. � 0.0186 (0.0361)
Dem:Rel. � 0.0098 (0.0458)
GOP:Rel. � 0.0234 (0.0475)
Intercept 2.3382 (0.1401) 2.2508 (0.1515) 2.2889 (0.2045)




