
NOWCASTS FOR AND AGAINST OBAMA:  FINAL MODELS COLLIDE 

 

Final Proxy Model forecast:  Obama = 52.7% 

 

Final Jobs Model forecast: Obama = 48.2% 

 

 

 Since November 2011, we have issued in The Monkey Cage monthly “nowcasts” 

of how President Obama would fare if the election were held “now.”  These nowcasts, 

based on a Proxy Model, with vote share a simple function of perceived National 

Business Conditions (lagged 6 months), appear in Table 1.  This series of 13 observations 

follows a shallow cycle around the 50% point, beginning with a fall lead for Obama that 

was lost by February, but recovered by July and increasingly sustained until now.  On the 

basis of this model and its final (November) nowcast, Obama stands to win 52.7 percent 

of the two-party popular vote.  While not a landslide, that margin appears great enough to 

suggest an Obama win is likely. 

 Of course, our Proxy Model is not the only forecasting model of US presidential 

elections.  Indeed, we ourselves developed the Proxy Model as an experimental contrast 

to our long-standing Jobs Model, which we have used to forecast since the last four 

presidential elections.  In forming the Proxy Model, we were guided by parsimony, lead, 

and high empirics, to discover a variable  effectively collinear with the vote.  In forming 

the Jobs Model we were guided by strong voting theory and systematic trial-and-error 

over a lengthening election series, in a judicious search for structure.  In Table 2, the 

current Jobs Model, with its final forecast for 2012, appears.  [A full discussion of this 

model appears in Lewis-Beck and Tien (2012, forthcoming).]   As can be observed, it 

forecasts an Obama loss, of 48.2 %.  

 



THE MODEL TO PICK: JOBS OR PROXY? 

 

 As a forecasting team, we find ourselves on the horns of a dilemma.  One model 

says Obama will win, and another says he will lose, on the basis of their final forecasts.  

Moreover, these forecasts appear to have about equal probability of being right, in terms 

of their win/lose forecast.  [The former model forecast has a probability of 77%, while 

the latter model forecast has a probability of 75 %].  Which model to choose?  The Proxy 

Model has attractions.  It is radically parsimonious, with a replicable predictor of an 

appealing face vaidity, and fits the data rather well.  Moreover, it has a six-month lead.  

[For the full development of the Proxy Model, see our early Nowcasts on this blog.]    

However, on the basis of scientific criteria overall, we favor the Jobs Model.  

First, it has better fit statistics.  In particular, the standard error of estimate, especially 

relevant for forecasters, is only one-and-one-half points.  Second, it is theoretically 

induced, whereas the Proxy model is empirically induced. Third, the theory has been 

tested out-of-sample, before elections and in jackknife exercises, and renders errors under 

two points.   Fourth, when directly compared to a more parsimonious model based on 

extremely strong theory (i.e., vote as a function of presidential popularity and economic 

growth), it performs ex ante much better.  [See in particular Lewis-Beck and Tien, 

2008.)] This suggests that it is more than a mere curve-fitting exercise. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 



 We conclude, then, on the basis of the Jobs Model, that President Obama will go 

down to defeat.  This defeat will be the product of a relatively weak approval level, 

brought down in part by racial intolerance, as we have argued elsewhere (Tien, Nadeau, 

and Lewis-Beck, 2012).  But, still more importantly, it will be product of a weak 

economy, for which as incumbent he is shouldering the blame.  In particular, the 

economy overall has experienced anemic growth, with jobs creation itself at a post-World 

War II low.  These are difficult numbers for any President to overcome.



Table 1.  The Proxy Model, Nowcasting the 2012 US Presidential Election 

 

 Nov 

2011 

Dec 

2011 

Jan 

2012 
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2012 
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2012 
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2012 
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2012 

June 

2012 

July 

2012 

Aug 

2012 

Sept 

2012 
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2012 
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2012 

Better* 40 48 42 34 22 22 22 27 36 44 46 52 51 

Worse* 48 46 48 58 69 68 67 64 52 47 45 37 40 

NBI t-6** -8 2 -6 -24 -47 -46 -45 -37 -16 -3 1 15 11 

Nowcast 

for 

Obama**

* 

51.0 51.9 51.1 49.6 47.4 47.5 47.6 48.3 50.2 51.4 51.8 53.0 52.7 

 

* Data from Survey of Consumers, University of Michigan, Table 12: Current Business Conditions Compared to a 

Year Ago. The Question was: 

Would you say that at the present time business conditions are better or worse than they were a year ago? 

** NBI is percent who answered better minus percent who answered worse. 

*** Nowcast was calculated from following equation: 

 Incumbent Party Popular Vote current month = 51.67 + .09 NBI t-6 

            

          

 

Table 2. The Jobs Model Forecast,  2012. 

 

 2012 Jobs Model 2012 Jobs Model Values 

Constant 32.74* 

(17.25) 

1 

Pres. Popularity 0.25* 

(7.82) 

45 



GNP*E 1.52* 

(4.44) 

0.70 

Jobs 0.51* 

(3.38) 

1.97 

Incumbent Party Advantage 2.17* 

(3.96) 

1 

Forecast for Incumbent  48.2 

 

R-square = 0.95; adj. R-square = 0.93; SEE = 1.58; D-W = 1.42. 

Dependent variable = presidential party share of the two-party vote.  

Pres. Popularity = presidential popularity, as measured by the first Gallup Poll in July of the election year.  

GNP = Gross National Product, as percentage change (non-annualized) in GNP (constant dollars) from the fourth quarter of the year 

prior to the election to the second quarter of the election year, data from the Survey of Current Business.  

E = elected president running (scored 1) or not (scored .5).  

J = jobs growth, in percentage change in jobs over the first 3.5 years of the president’s term; the entries are calculated as follows: 

(number employed in June of the election year – number employed in January of the inauguration year)/ number employed in January 

of the inauguration year) x 100. The employment numbers are from the Civilian Labor Force (16 years and older), reported in the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Current Population Survey of Households (not seasonally adjusted).  

Incumbent party advantage = scored 1 if the incumbent party candidate is the elected president (1956, 1972, 1980, 1984, 1992, 1996, 

2004) or following a president who died in office (1948,1964), scored 0 if the incumbent party candidate has a tolerable relationship 

with the previous president (1952, 1976, 1988, 2008), scored -1 if the incumbent party candidate and the president are not united 

(1960, 1968, 2000). 

R-squared = the coefficient of multiple determination; the Adj. R-squared = the R-squared adjusted for degrees of freedom; SEE = the 

standard error of estimate; D-W = the Durbin-Watson test; * = statistical significance at .05 one-tail; the figures in parentheses are t-

ratios; N = the 15 presidential election observations, 1952-2008. 

 
 
 
 


